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Fielding's Novels 



A DOUBLE parallel has often been pointed out 
between the two pairs of novelists who were most 
popular in the middle of our own and of the pre- 
ceding century. The intellectual afiinity which 
made Smollett the favourite author of Dickens 
is scarcely so close as that which commended 
Fielding to Thackeray, The resemblance between 
PickuAck and Humphrey Clinker, or between 
David Copperfield and Roderick Ratidom, consists 
chiefly in the exuberance of animal spirila, the 
keen eye for external oddity, the consequent 
tendency to substitute caricature for portrait, 
and the vivid trarsformation of autobiography 
into ostensible fiction, which are characteristic 
of both authors. Between Fielding and Thack- 
eray the resemblance is closer. The peculiar 
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irony of Jona^ian Wild has its closest English 
parallel in Barry Lyndon. The burlesque in Tom 
Thumb of the Lee and Dryden school of tragedy 
may remind us of Thackeray's burlesques of Scott 
and Dumas. The characters of the two authors 
belong to the same family, Vamty Fair has 
grown more decent ance the days of Lady Bellas- 
ton, but the costume of the actors has changed 
more than their nature. Rawdon Crawley would 
not have been surprised to meet Captain Booth 
in a sponging-house : Shandon and his friends pre- 
served the old traditions of Fielding's Grub Street; 
Lord Steyne and Major Pendennis were survivals 
from the more congenial period of Lord Fellamar 
and Colonel James; and the two Amelias repre- 
sent cognate ideals of female excellence. Or, to 
take an instance of similarity in detail, might 
not this anecdote from The Coveni Garden 
yoarnal have rounded off a para^aph in the 
Snob Papersf A friend of Fielding saw a dirty 
fellow in a mud-cart lash another with his whip, 
saying, with an oath» " I will teach you manners 
to your betters." Fielding's friends wondered 
what could be the condition of this social inferior 
of a mud-cart driver, till lie found him to be the 
owner of a dust-cart driven by asses. The great 
butt of Fielding's satire is. as he tells us, affectation ; 
the aSectation which he specially hates is that 
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of strait-laced morality ; Thackeray's satire is more 
generally directed against the particular affecta- 
tion called snobbishness; but the evil principle 
attacked by either writer is merely one avatar of 
the demon assailed by the other. 

The resemblance, which extends in some degree 
to style, might perhaps be shovm to imply a very 
close intellectual afiinity. I am content, however, 
to notice the literary genealogy as Illustrative of 
the fact that Fielding was the ancestor of one 
great race of novelists. " I am." he says expressly 
in Tom Jones, "'the founder of a new province 
of writing," Richardson's Cizmja ' and Smol- 
lett's KoiferiVfe Random were indeed published be- 
fore Tom Jones; but the pro\'inces over which 
RichardBon and Smollett reigned were distinct 
from the contiguous province of which Fielding 
claimed to be the first legislator, Smollett (who 
comes nearest) professed to imitate Gil Bias as 
Fielding professed to imitate Cervantes, Smol- 
lett's story inherits from its ancestry a reckless 
looseness of construction. It is a series of anec- 
dotes strung together by the accident that they 
all happen to the same person. Tom Joms^ on 

» Richajdaon wrou the firet part of Pamela between No- 
vember ID. 1739, and January lo, 1740. Jastpk AtKiriivfs 
appeared in ijit. The Srat four volanies of Clariisa Har- 
lemrt and Roilmk Random appeared in the be^ning of j 748 ; 
Turrt jQmi in \ 745*. 
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the contrary, has a carefully constructed plot, 
if not. as Coleridge asserts, one of the thre€ best 
plots in existence (tts rivals being (Edipus Ty- 
rannus BJid The Akhemisl). Its excellence depends 
upon the skill with which it is made subservient to 
the development of character and the thorough- 
ness with which the working motives of the per- 
sons involved have been thought out. Fielding 
claims — even ostentatiously— that he is writing a 
history^ not a romance; a history not the less 
true because all the facts are imaginary, for the 
fictitious incidents serve to exhibit the most gen- 
eral truths of human character. It is by this seri- 
ousness of purpose that his work is distinguished 
from the old type of novel, developed by Smollett, 
which is but a collection of amusing anecdotes; 
or from such work as De Foe's, in which the ex- 
ternal facts are given with almost provoking in- 
difference to display of character and passion. 
Fielding's great novels have a true organic unity 
as well as a consecutive story< and are intended 
in our modem jargon as genuine studies in 
psychological analysis. ' 

Johnson, no mean authority when in his own 
sphere and free from personal bias, expressly 
traversed this claim; he declared that there was 



» See some appredative remaflcH upon this in Scott's pr^ 
face to Tk« Monastery- 
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more knowledge of the human heart in a letter of 
Clarissa than in the whole of Tom Jones; and said 
more picturesquely, that Fielding conJd tell the 
hour by looking at the dial-pJate, whilst Richard- 
son knew how the clock was made.^ It is tempt- 
ing to set this down as a Johnsonian prejudice, 
and to deny or retort the comparison. Fielding, 
wc might say, paints flesh and blood; whereas 
Richardson consciously constructs his puppets out 
of frigid abstractions, Lovelace is a bit of mechan- 
ism; Tom Jones a human being. In fact, how- 
ever, such comparisons are mlsleadii^. Nothing is 
easier than to find an appropriate ticket far the 
objectsof ourcriticiam, and summarily pigeon-hole 
Richardson as an idealist and Fielding as a realist; 
Richardson as subjective and morbid, Fieldii^ 
as objective and full of coarse health; or to at- 
tribute to either of them the deepest knowledge 
of the human heart. These are the mere ban- 
alities of criticism; and I can never hear them 
without a suspicion that a professor of sesthetics 
is trying to hoodwink me by a bit of technical 
platitude. The cant phrases which have been 
used so often by panegyrists too lacy to define 

^ It U rather curious that Richardson iuch the same com- 
pflriftOfi to Miaft Fielding. He afisiirefi \\fr that her broths 
onlj' knew the outeide of a clock, whilst she knew o.U Ihe 
finer springs and movements of its inside. See Rkkcrd^on's 
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their terms, have become almost as meaningless 

as the complimentary formula of society. 

Knowledge of the human heart in particular 
is a phrase which covers very different states of 
mind. It may mean that power by which the 
novelist or dramatist identifies himself with his 
characters ; sees through their eyes and feels with 
their senses; it is the product of a rich nature, 
a vivid imagination, and great powers of sym- 
pathy, and draws a comparatively small part of 
its resources from external experience. The 
novelist knows how his characters would feel 
under given conditions, because he feels it him- 
self; he sees from within, not from without; and 
is almost undergoing an actual experience instead 
of condensing his observations on life. This is 
the power in which Shakespeare is supreme; which 
Richardson proved himself, in his most powerful 
passages, to possess in no small degree ; and which 
m Balzac seems to have generated fits of absolute 
hallucination. 

Fielding's novels are not without proof of this 
power, as no great imaginative work can be pos- 
sible without it; but the knowledge for which he 
is specially conspicuous differs almost in kind. 
This knowledge is drawn from observation rather 
than intuitive sympathy. It consists in great 
part of those we^hty maxims which a man of keen 
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I powers of observation stores up in his passage 

I through a varied experience. It is the knowledge 

I of Ulysses, who has known 



Cities of men 
And inaniiers, climates, councils, govemmeats ; 



the knowledge of a Macchiavelli. who has looked 
behind the screen of political hypocrisies; the 
knowledge of which the essence is distilled in 
Bacon's Essays; or the knowledge of which Po- 
lonius seems to have retained many shrewd 
scraps even when he had Fallen into his dotage. 
In reading Clarissa or Eugene Graiidet we are 
aware that the soul of Richardson or Balzac has 
transm^rated into another shape ; that the author 
is projected into his character, and is really giving 
us one phase of his own sentiments, In reading 
Fielding we ar? listening to remarks made by 
a spectator instead of an actor; we are recei'ving 
the pithy recollections of the man about town; the 
prodigal who has been with scamps in gambling- 
houses, and drunk beer in pothouses and punch 
with country squires; the keen observer who has 
juc^ed all characters, from Sir Robert Walpole 
down to Betsy Canning : ' who has fought the hard 

> Pieldrng blundered rather strangely in the celebTated 
BetBj Cannmg code, aa Balzac did in the Affaire PeyUl; but 
the 5tory js t£j(» l<:ng for rtpciitioii in this place. The trials 
of MiB tarmnE and her supposed Iridnappcrs are ttmongat 
the most omti^Qg in the great i^oUcction «>f Sp^U Triols. 
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battle of life with unflagging spirit, though with 
many falls; and who, in spite of serious stains, 
has preserved the goodness of his heart and the 
soundness of his head- The experience is generally 
given in the shape of typical anecdotes rather than 
in explicit maxims; but it is not the less distinctly 
the concentrated essence of observation, rather 
than the spontaneous play of a vivid imagination. 
Like Balzac, Fielding has portrayed the "Comfi- 
die Humaine;'* but his imagination has never 
overpowered the coolness of his judgment. He 
shows a superiority to his successor in fidelity al- 
most as marked as his inferiority- in vividness. 
And, therefore, it may be said in passing, it is re- 
freshing to read Fielding at a time when this ele- 
ment of masculine observation is the one thing 
most clearly wanting in modem literature Our 
novels give us the emotions of young ladies, which, 
in their way, are very good things; they reflect 
the sentimental view of life, and the sensational 
view, and the commonplace view, and the high 
philosophical view. One thing they do not tell us. 
What does the world look like to a shrewd police- 
magistrate, with a keen eye in his head and a 
soimd heart in his bosom? It might be worth 

See vol, xiT[. of the Svo edition, FJelding'a defence ol his 
own ccHiduct in tte matter is reprinted in hia Miscelianw 
ond Poirms. being the sup piemen laiy volume of the last w»l- 
lected edition of his works. 
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knowing. Perhaps (who can tell?) it would still 
Jook rather like Fielding's world. 

The peculiarity is indicated by Fielding's 
method. Scott, who, like Fielding, generally de- 
scribes from the outside, is content to keep himself 
in the background. ** Here," he says to his readers, 
"are the facts; make what you can of them." 
Fielding will not efface liimself; he is always present 
as chorus ; he tells us what moral we ought to draw ; 
he overflows with shrewd remarks^ given in their 
most downright shape, instead of obliquely sug- 
gested thnDugh the medium of anecdotes; he likes 
to stop us as we pass through his portrait gallery; 
to take us by the button-hole and expound his 
views of life and his criticisms on things in general. 
His remarks are often so admirable that we pre- 
fer the interpolations to the main current of nar- 
rative. Whether this plan is the best must depend 
upon the idiosyncrasy of the author; but it goes 
some way to explain one problem, over which 
Scott puzzles himself — namely, why Fielding's 
plays are so inferior to his novels. There are 
other reasons, external and internal; but it is at 
least clear that a man who can never retire behind 
his puppets is not in the dramatic frame of mind. 
He is always lecturing where a dramatist must be 
content to pull the ^nres. Shakespeare is really 
as much present in his plays as Fielding in his 
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novels ; but he does not let us know it ; whereas the 
excellent Fielding seems to be quite incapable of 
hiding his broad shoulders and lofty stature be- 
hind his little puppet-show. 

There are, of course, actors in Fielding's world 
who can be trusted to speak for themselves. 
Tom Jones, at any rate, who is Fielding in his 
youth, or Captain Booth, who is the Fielding of 
later years, are drawn from within. Their creat- 
or's sympathy is so close and spontaneous that 
he has no need of his formulEe and precedents. 
But elsewhere he betrays his methods by his de- 
sire to produce his authority. You will find the 
explanation of a certain line of conduct, he says, 
in "human nature, page almost the last/* He 
is a little too fond of taking down that volume 
with a flourish; of exhibiting his familiarity with 
its pages, and referring to the passages which 
justify his assertions. Fielding has an odd touch 
of the pedant. He is fond of airing his classical 
knowledge; and he is equally fond of quoting this 
imaginary code which he has had to study so 
thoroughly and painfully. The effect, however, 
is to give an air of artificiality to some of his minor 
characters. They show the traces of deliberate 
composition too distinctly, thougli the blemish 
may be forgiven in consideration of the genuine 
force and freshness of his thinking. If manufac- 
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tured articles, they are not second-hand manu- 
factures. His knowledge, unlike that of the good 
Parson Adams^ conies from life, not books. 

The worldly wisdom for which Fielding is so 
conspicuous had indeed been gathered in doubt- 
ful places, and shows traces of its origin. He 
had been forced, as he said, to choose between the 
positions of a hackney coachman and of a hackney 
writer, "His genius,'* said Lady M. W, Mon- 
tagu, who records the saying, ''deserves a better 
fate." WTiethcr it would have been equally 
fertile, if favoured by more propitious surround- 
ings, is one of those fruitless questions which 
belong to the boundless history of the might-have- 
beens. But one fact requires to be emphasised. 
Fielding's critics and biographers have dwelt 
far too exclusively upon the uglier side of his Bo- 
hemian life. They have presented him as yield- 
ing to all the temptations which can mislead keen 
powers of enjoyment^ when the purse is one day 
at the lowest ebb and the next overflowing with 
the profits of some lucky hit at the theatre. 
Those unfortunate yellow liveries which contrib- 
uted to dissipate his little fortune have scan- 
dalised posterity as they scandalised his country 
neighbours. ' But it is essential to remember 

* They wetp really the properly not cf Fielding bul of the 
ooce famoiis "bfmt Fielding." See Dtetumary of I^aiiot§al 
Bh^aphy, 
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that the history of the Fielding of later years, 
of the Fielding to whom we owe the novels, is the 
record of a manful and persistent struggle to escape 
from the mire of Grub Street, During that period 
he was studying the law with the energy of a young 
student; redeeming the office of magistrate from 
the discredit into which it had fallen in the hands 
of fee-hunting predecessors; considering seriously, 
and making practical proposals to remedy, the 
evils which then made the lowest social strata a 
hell upon earth; sacrificing his last chances of 
health and life to put down with a. strong hand 
the robbers who infested the streets of London ; 
and clinging with affection to his wife and child- 
ren. He never got fairly clear of that lamentable 
slough of despond into which his follies had 
plunged him. His moral tone lost what delicacy 
it had once possessed; he had not the strength 
which enabled Johnson to gain elevation even from 
the temptations which then beset the unlucky 
"author by profession/" Some literary hacks 
of the day escaped only by selling themselves, 
body and soul; others sank into misery and vice, 
like poor Boyce, a fragment of whose poem has 
been preserved by Fielding, and who appears in lit- 
erary history' scribblii^ for pay in a sack arranged 
to represent a shirt. Fielding never let go his 
hold of the firm land, though he must have felt 
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through life Uke one whose feet are always plung- 
ing into a hopeless quagmire. To describe him as 
a mere reckless Bohemian, is to overlook the main 
facts of his story. He was manly to the last, 
not in the sense iii wliich man means animal; but 
with the manliness of one who struggles bravely to 
redeem early errors, and who knows the value of 
independence, purity, and domestic affection. 
The scanty anecdotes which do duty for his bio- 
graphy reveal little of his true life. We know 
indeed, from a spiteful and obviously exaggerated 
story of Horace Walpole's, that he once had a 
very poor supper in doubtful company; and from 
another anecdote, of slightly apocr^-phal flavour, 
that he once gave to "friendship" the money 
which ought to have been given to the collector 
of rates. But really to know the man, we must 
go to his books. 

What did Fielding learn of the world which had 
treated him so roughly? That the world must 
be composed of fools because it did not bow be- 
fore his genius, or of knaves because it did not 
reward his honesty? Men of equal ability have 
drawn both those and the contradictory conclu- 
sions from experience. Human nature, as philo- 
sophers assure us, varies little from age to age; 
but the pictures drawn by the best observers vary 
so strangely as to convince us that a portrait 
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depends as much upon the artist as upon the sitter. 
One can see nothii^ but the baser, and another 
nothing but the nobler, pas^ons. To one the 

world is hke a masque representing the triumph 
of vice; and another placidly assures us that 
virtue is always rewarded by peace of mind, and 
that even the temporary prosperity of the wicked 
is an illusion. On one canvas we see a few great 
heroes stand out from a multitude of pygmies; 
on its rival, giants and dwarfs appear to have 
pretty much the same stature. The world is a 
scene of injrestrained passions impelling their 
puppets into collision or alliance without intel- 
ligible design; or a scene of domestic order, where 
an occasional catastrophe interferes as little with 
ordinary Uvcs as a comet with the solar system. 
Blind fale governs one world of the imagina- 
tion, and bencficicnt Providence another. The 
theories embodied in poetry vary as widely as the 
philosophies on which they arc founded; and to 
philosophise is to declare the fundamental as- 
sumptions of half the wise men of the world to 
be transparent fallacies. 

We need not here attempt to reconcile these 
apparent contradictions. As little need we at- 
tempt to settle Fielding's philosophy, for it re* 
sembles the snakes in Iceland. It seems to have 
been his opinion that philosophy is, as a rule, a 
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fine word for humbug. That was a common 
conviction of his day; but his acceptance of it 
doubtless indicates the limits of his power. In 
his pages we have the shrewdest observation of 
man in his domestic relations; but we scarcely 
come into contact with man as he appears in 
presence of the iniinite, and therefore with the 
deepest thoughts and loftiest imaginings of the 
great poets and philosophers. Fielding remains 
inflexibly in the regions of common-sense and 
everyday experience. But he has given an 
emphatic opinion of that part of the world which 
was visible to him, and it is one worth knowing. 
In a remarkable conversation, reported in Bos- 
well, Burke and Johnson, two of the greatest of 
Fielding's contempornnes, seem to have agreed 
that they had found men less just and more gen- 
enjus than they could have imagined. People 
b^n by judging the world from themselves, and 
it is therefore natural that two men of great 
intellectual power should have expected from 
their fellows a more than average adherence to 
settled principles. Thus Johnson and Burke dis- 
covered that reason, upon which justice depends, 
has less influence than a young reasoner is apt to 
fancy. On the other hand, they discovered that 
the blind instincts by which the mass is necessarily 
guided are not so bad as they are represented 
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by the cynics. The Rochefoucauld or Mandeville 
who passes off his smart sayings upon the public 
as serious, knows better than anybody that a man 
must be a fool tij take them literally. The wisdom 
which he affects is very easily leamt, and is more 
often the product of the premature sagacity dear 
to youth than of a ripened judgment. Good- 
hearted men, at least, like Johnson and Burke, 
shake off cynicism whilst others arc acquiring it. 
Fielding's verdict seems to differ at first sight. 
He undoubtedly lays great stress upon the selfish- 
nessof mankind- He seldom admits of an appar- 
ently generous action without showing its alloy of 
selfish motive, and sometimes showing that it is a 
mere cloak for selfish motives. In a characteristic 
passage of his Voyage to Libson he applies his theory 
to his own case. When the captain falls on his 
knees, lie vi-ill not suffer a brave man and an old 
man to remain for a moment in that posture, but 
forEi\'es him at once. He hastens^ however, utterly 
to disclaim all praise, on the ground that his true 
motive was simply the convenience of forgiveness. 
"If men were wiser/' he adds, "they would be 
oftener inffuenced by that moti\'e." This kind of 
inx'erted h\"pocrisy, which may be graceful in a 
man's own case (for nobody will doubt that 
Finding was less guided by calculation than fae 
asserts] is not so graceful when appHed to his 
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reigh hours. And perhaps some readers may 
hold that Fielding pitches the average strain of 
h uman motive too low. I should rather sur- 
mise that he substantially agrees with Johnson 
and Burke, The fact that most men attend a 
good deaJ to their own interests is one of the 
primary data of life. It is a thing at which we 
have no more right to be astonished than at the 
fact that even saints and martyrs have to eat 
and drink like other persons, or that a sound 
digestion is the foundation of much moral excel- 
lence. It is one of those facts which people of a 
romantic turn of mind may choose to overlook, 
but which no honest observer of life can seriously 
deny. Our conduct is determined through some 
thirty points of the compass by our own interest; 
and, happily, through at least nine-and-twenty of 
those points is rightfully so determined. Each 
man is forced, by an unavoidable necessity, to 
look after his own and his children's bread and 
butter, and to spend most of his efforts on that 
innocent end. So long as he does not pursue 
his interests wrongfully, nor remain dead to other 
calls when they happen, there is little cause 
for complaint, and certainly there is none for 
surprise. 

Fielding recognises, but never exa^erates, this 
homely truth. He has a hearty and generous 

YOt, EII, — t. 
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belief in the reality of good impulses, and the ex- 
istence of thoroughly unselfish men. The main 
actors in this world are not. as in Balzac's, mere 
hideous incarnations of selfishness. The superior 
sanity of his mind keeps him from nightmares, 
if its calmness is unfavourable to lofty visions. 
With Balzac, women like Lady Bellaston become 
the rule instead of the exception, and their evil 
passions are the dominant forces in society. 
Fielding, though be recognises their existence, 
tells us plainly that they are exceptional. So- 
ciety, he says, is as moral as ever it was. and 
given more to frivolity than to vice ' — a state- 
ment judiciously overlooked by some of the critics 
who want to make graphic history out of his 
novels- Fielding's mind had gathered coarseness, 
but it had not been poisoned- He sees how many 
ugly things are covered by the su|jerficial gloss 
of fashion, but he does not condescend to travesty 
the facts in order to gratify a morbid taste for the 
horrible. When he wants a good man or woman 
he knows where to find them, and paints from 
Allen or his own wife with obvious ancerity 
and hearty sympathy. He is less anxious to ex- 
hibit human selfishness than to show us that an 
alloy of generosity is to be found even amidst 
base motives. Some of his happiest touches are 
" See TiifH Jones, book xiv,. chip, i. 
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ilhistrations of this doctrine. His villains (with 
a significaDt exception) are never raonsters. 
They have some touch of human emotion. No 
desert, according to him, is so bare but that some 
sweet spring blends with its brackish waters. 
His grasping landladies have genuine miijvements 
of sympathy; and even the scoundrelly Black 
George, the gamekeeper, is anxious to do Tom 
Jones a good turn, without risk, of course, to his 
own comfort, by way of compensation for pre- 
vious injuries- It is this impartial insight into 
the ordinary texture of human motive that gives 
a certain solidity and veracity to Fielding's work. 
We are always made to feel that the actions spring 
fairiy and naturally from the character of his per- 
sons, not from the exigencies of his story or the de- 
sire to be effective. The one great difficulty in Tom 
Jones is the assumption that the excellent All- 
worthy should have been deceived for years by 
the hypocrite Blifil, and blind to the substantial 
kindliness of his ward. Here we may fancy that 
Fielding has been forced to be unnatural by his 
plot. Yet he suggests a satisfactory solution with 
admirable skill, .A.llworthy is prejudiced in favour 
of BUfil by the apparently unjust prejudice of 
Blifil s mother in favour of the jovial Tom. A 
generous man may easily become blind to the 
faults of a supposed victim of maternal injustice; 
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and even here Fielding fairly escapes from the 
blame due to ordinary- novelists, who invent 
iitipoEsible misundersUindings in order to bring 
about intricate peq^lexities, 

Blifil is perhaps the one case (for JoTtathan 
Wild is a satire, not a history, or, as M, Taine 
fancies, a tract) in which Fielding seenis to lose 
his unvarying coolness of judgment; and the ex- 
planation is obvious. The one fault to whdch he 
is, so to speak, unjust, is hypocrisy. Hypocrisy, 
indeed, cannot well be painted too black, but it 
should not be made impossible. When Fielding 
has to deal with such a character, he for once 
loses his self-command, and, like inferior writers, 
begins to be angry with his creatures. Instead 
of analysing and explaining, he simply reviles and 
leavesusinthepresence of a moral anomaly- BURl 
is not mors wicked than lagn, but we seem to un- 
derstand the psychical chemistry by which an 
lago is compounded: whereas BKfil can only be 
regarded as a devil (if the word be not too dig- 
nified) who does not really Iwlong to this world 
at all. The error, though characteristic of a man 
whose great intellectual merit is his firm grasp of 
realities, and whose favourite virtue is his down- 
right sincerity, is not the less a blemish. Hatred 
of pedantry too easily leads to hatred of culture, 
and hatred of hypocrisy to distrust of the more 
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exalted virtues. Fielding cannot be just to 
motives lying rather outside his ordinaiy sphere 
of thought. He can mock heartily and pleasantly 
enough at the affectation of philosophy, as in the 
case where Parson Adams, urging poor Joseph 
Andrews, by considerations drawn from the Bible 
and from Seneca, to be ready to resign his Fanny 
"peaceably, quietly, and contentedly," suddenly 
hears of the supposed loss of his own little child, 
and is called upon to act instead of to preach. 
But this satire upon all characters and creeds 
which embody the more exalted strains of feeling 
is apt to be indiscriminate. A High Churchman, 
according to him, is a Pharisee who prefers or- 
thodox\' to virtue; a Methodist a mere mounte- 
bank, who counterfeits spiritual raptures to 
impose upon dupes; a Freethinker is a man who 
weaves a mask of fine phrases, imdcr which to 
cover his aversion to the restraints of religion, 
Fielding's religion consists chiefly of a solid 
homespun morality, and he is more suspicious 
of an excessive than of a defective zeal. Sim- 
ilarly he is a hearty Whig, but no revolutionist. 
He has as hearty a contempt for the cant about 
liberty * as Dr. Johnson himself, and has very 
stringent remedies to propose for regulating the 

' See Voyage la Lisbon {Jn)y 3i) tor some vpiy good re- 
marks upon this word, which, as he says, no two men under- 
vtftnd in the same «ena(^ 
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mob. The bailiff in Amelia, who, whilst he brut- 
ally maltreats the unlucky prisoners for debt, 
swaggers about the British Constitution, and 
swears that he is "all for liberty/' recalls the 
boatman who ridiculed French slavery to Vol- 
taire, and was carried off next day by a pres^ang. 
Fielding, indeed, is no fanatical adherent of our 
blessed Constitution, which, as he says, has been 
pronounced by some of our wisest men to be too 
perfect to be altered in any particular, and which 
a number of the said wisest men have been mend- 
ing ever since. He hates cant on all sides im- 
partially, though, as a sound Whig, he specially 
hates Papists and Jacobites as the most offensive 
of all Pharisees, marked for detestation by their 
taste for frogs and French wine in preference 
to punch and roast beef. He is a patriotic Briton, 
whose patriotism takes the genuine shape of a 
hearty growl at English abuses, with a tacit as- 
sumption that thills are worse elsewhere. 

The reflection of this quality of solid good 
sense, absolutely scorning any aliment except that 
of solid facts, is the so-called realism of Fielding's 
novels. He is, indeed, as hearty a realist as 
Ht^arth, whose congenial art he is never tired of 
piaising with all the cordiality of his nature, and 
to whom he refers his readers for portraits of 
several characters in Tom Jimes. Hia scenery is 
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as realistic as a photograph. Tavern kitchens, 
sponging'house parlours^ the back-slums of Lon- 
don streets, are drawn from the realities with 
unflinching vigour. Wc see the stains of beer- 
pots and smell the fumes of stale tobacco as dis- 
tinctly as in Hogarth's engravings. He shrinks 
neither from the coarse nor the absolutely dis- 
gustingn It is enough to recall the female boxing 
or scratching matches which are so frequent in 
his p^es. On one such occasion his language 
seems to imply that he had watched such battles 
in the spirit of a connoisseur in our own day 
watching less inexpressibly disgusting prize-fights. 
Certainly we could wish that, if such scenes were 
to be depicted, there might have been a clearer 
proof that the artist had a nose and eyes capable 
of feeling offence. 

But the nickname "realist" shdes easily into 
another sense. The realist is sometimes supposed 
to be more shallow as wclJ as more prosaic than 
the idealist; to be content with the outside where 
the idealist pierces to the heart. He gives the 
bare fact, where his rival gives the idea symbol- 
ised by the fact, and therefore rendering it at- 
tractive to the higher intellect. Fielding's xnew 
of his own art is instructive in this as in other 
matters. Poetic invention, he says, is generally 
taken to be a creative faculty; and if so, it is 
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the pectiliar property of the rDmance-writers^ who 
frankly take leave of the actual and possible. 
Fielding disavows all claim to this faculty; he 
writes histories, not romances. But, in his sense, 
poetic invention means, nnt creation, but ''tlis- 
covery;" that is, "a quick, sagacious penetration 
into the true essence of all objects of our contem- 
plation/* Perhaps we may say that it is chiefly 
a question of method whether a i^Titer should 
portray men or angels— the beings, that is, of 
everyday life — or beings placed under a totally 
different set of circumstances. The more vital 
question is whether, by one method or the other, 
he shows us a man's heart or only his clothes; 
whether he appeals to our intellects or imagina- 
tions, or amuses us by images which do not sink 
below the eye. In scientific writings a man may 
give us the true law of a phenomenon, whether he 
exemplifies it in extreme or average cases, in the 
orbit of a comet or the fall of an apple. The 
romance writer should show us what real men 
would be in dreamland, the writer of "histories" 
what they are on the knifeboard of an omnibus. 
True insight may be shown in either case, or may 
be absent in either, according as the artist deals 
with the deepest organic laws or the more exter- 
nal accidents. The Ancient Maruiet is an em- 
bodiment of certain simple emotional phases and 
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moral laws amidst the phantasmagoric incidents 
of a dream, and De Foe does not interpret them 
better because he confines himself to the most 
prosaic incidents, When romance becomes really 
arbitrary, and is parted from all basis of observa- 
tion, it loses its true interest and deserves Field- 
ing's condemnation. Fielding conscientiously 
aims at discharging the highest ftmction- He 
describes, as he says in Joseph Andrews, "not 
men, but manners; not an individual, but a 
species/* His lawyer, he tells us, has been alive 
for the last four thousand years, and will prob- 
ably survive four thousand more. Mrs. Tow- 
wouse lives wherever turbulent temper, avarice, 
and insensibility are united; and her sneaking 
husband wherever a good inclination has glim- 
mered forth, eclipsed by poverty of spirit and 
understanding. But the tj^x: which shows best 
the force and the limits of Fielding's genius is 
Parson Adams. He belongs to a distinguished 
family, whose members have been portrayed by 
the greatest historians. He is a collateral de- 
scendant of Don Quixote, for whose creation 
Fielding felt a reverence exceeded only by his 
reverence for Shakespeare.' The resemblance is, 

' In his intei'eGtiiig Life of Godwin, Mr. Paul claims (or his 
hero (I dare My rightl)-) that he was tfce first EiiffUah writer 
to give a "leQgthy and appreciative notice" of Don Qu-ijotr. 
But wb^ he inters that Godwin was also the fir^t English 
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of course, distant, and consists chiefly in this, 
that the parson, like the kn^ht, lives in an ideal 
world, and is constantly shocked by harsh col- 
lision with facts. He beheves in his sermons in- 
stead of his sword, and his imagination is tenanted 
by virtuous squires and model parsons instead 
of Arcadian shepherds, or knight-errants and fair 
ladies. His imagination is not exalted beyond 
the limits of sanity, but only colours the prosaic 
realities in accordance with the impulses of a 
tranqiail benevolence. If the theme be funda- 
mentally similar, it is treated with a far less 
daring hand 
Adams is much more closely related to Sir 

wriler who recognised in Cervantes n great hvimouiist. Gatir- 
ist, moralist, and artist, he seema to me to overlook Pieldiag 
and others. So Warton in his essay on Pcfte calls Don Quix- 
ote the "most originiJ and unrivaJled work oE modem times." 
The book must have heen popular in Kngland from its pub- 
lication, as we know from the preface to Beaumont and 
Flelcher'a Knigkl of the Burniytg CastU; and numerous trans- 
lations and itnitationa shoyr that Cervantes was always eC' 
joyed, if not criticised, Fidding's frequent refcrtncts to Don 
Qui^ole (to say nothing of his play» Don Qiiixois in England) 
impLy an admiraticn fully as worm as thai: of Godwin, Don 
Quixote, aays Fielding, is more worthy ihc name of history 
than Mariana, and he always spealcs of Cervantfis in the ton^ 
of an affectionate disciple. Fielding, 1 will add, seems to me 
to have admired Shakespeare more heartily and intelligently 
than ninety-nine out of a himdred modem supporters of 
Shakespeare societies ; though these gentlemen arc never hap- 
pier than when depreciating Englt^h eighteenth-century 
critics to exalt vapid German philosophining. Fielding's fav- 
oxtrite play Eccms from his quotations to have been OtktUo. 
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Roger de Coverley, the Vicar of Wakefield, or 

I Uncle Tobyn Each of these lovable beings in- 
vites us at once to sympathise xvith and to smile 
at the unaffected STmplicit>' which, seeing no 
e^■il» becomes half ludicrous, and half pathetic in 
this corrupt world. Adams stands out from his 
brethren by this intense reality. If he smells too 
distinctly of beer and tobacco, we believe in him 
more firmly than in the less full-blooded creations 

of Sterne and Goldsmith, Parson Adams, indeed, 

Hfaas a startling vigour of organisation. Not merely 
Hthe hero of a modem ritualist novel, but Amyas 
^Keigh or Guy Livingstone himself, m^ht have 
been amazed at his athletic prowess. He stalks 
ahead of the stage-coach (favcoired doubtless 
by the bad roads of the period) as though he had 
^fcccepted the modem principle about fearing God 
Hand walking a thousand miles in a thousand 
hours. His mutton fist and the crab-tree cudgel 
which swings so freely round his clerical head 
would have daunted the contemporary gladiators, 
Slack and Broughton. He shows his Christian 
H^iumility not merely by familiarity with his poorest 
parishioners, but in sitting up whole nights in 
tavern kitchens, drinking unlimited beer, smoking 
inextinguishable pipes, and reveUiiig in a ceaseless 
flow of gossip. We smile at the good man's in- 
tense delight in a love-Story, at the simplicity 
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which makes him see a good Samaritan in Parson 
Trulliber, at the absence of mind which makes 
him pitch his ^schylus into the fire, or walk a 
dozen miles in profound oblivion of the animal 
which should have been between his knees : but his 
contemporaries were provoked to a horse-laugh, 
and when we remark the tremendous practical 
jokes which his innocence suggests to them, we 
admit that he requires his whole athletic vigour to 
bring so tender a heart safely through so rough 
a world. 

If the ideal hero is always to live in fancy-land 
and talk in blank verse, Adams has clearly no 
right to the title; nor, indeed, has Don Quixote, 
But the masculine portraiture of the coarse re- 
alities is not only indicative of intellectual vigour, 
but artistically appropriate. The contrast be- 
tween the world and its simple-minded inhab- 
itant is the more forcible in proportion to the 
firmness and solidity of Fielding's touch. Uncle 
Toby proves that Sterne had preserved enough 
tenderness to make an exquisite plaything of his 
emotions. The Vicar of Wakefield proves that 
Goldsmith had preserved a childlike innocence of 
imagination, and could retire from duns and 
publishers to an idyllic world of his own. Joseph 
Andrews proves that Fielding was neither a child 
nor a sentimentalist, but that he had learnt to 
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face facts as they are, and set a true value on the 
best eJcments of human life. In the midst of 
vanity and vexation of spirit, he could find some 
comfort in pure and strong domestic affection. He 
can indulge his feelings without introducing the 
false note of sentimentalism. or condescending to 
tone his pictures with rose-colour. He wants 
no illusions. The exemplary Dr. Harrison in 
Amelia held no action unworthy of him which 
could protect an innocent person or " bring a rogue 
to the gallows." Good Parson Adams could lay 
his cudgel on the back of a villain with hearty 
goodwill. He believes too easily in human good- 
ness» but there is not a maudlin fibre in his whole 
body. He would not be the man to cry over a 
dead donkey whilst children are in want of bread. 
He would be slower than the excellent Dr. Prim- 
rose to beheve in the refonnation of a villain by 
fine phrases, and if he fell into such a weakness, 
his biographer would not, like Goldsmith, be in- 
clined to sanction the error, A villain is induced 
to reform, indeed, by the sight of Amelia's excel- 
lence, but Fielding is careful to tell us that the 
change was illusory, and tliat the villain ended on 
a gallows. We are made sensible that if Adams 
had his fancies they were foibles, and therefore 
sources of misfortune. We are to admire the child- 
like character, but not to share its illusions. The 
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world is not made of moonshine. Hypocrisy, 
cruelty, avarice, and lust have to be stamped 
out by hard blows, not cured by delicate infusion 
of graceful sentiroentalisms. 

So far Fielding's portrait of an ideal character 
is all the better for his masculine grasp of fact. It 
must, however, be admitted that he fails a little 
on the other side of the contrast. He believes in 
a good heart, but scarcely in very lofty motive. 
He tells us in Tom Jones ' that he has painted no 
perfect character, because he never happened to 
meet one. His stories, like Vanity Fair, may 
be described as novels without a hero. It is not 
merely that his characters are imperfect, but that 
they are deficient in the finer ingredients which go 
to make up the nearest approximations of our 
imperfect natures to heroism. Colonel Newcome 
was not perhaps so good a man as Parson Adams, 
but he had a ceii/iin delicacy of sentiment which 
led him, as we may remember, to be rather hard 
upon Tom Jones, and which Fielding (as may be 
gathered from Bath in Amelia) would have been 
inclined to ridicule. Parson Adams is simple 
enough to become a laughing-stock to the brutal, 
but he never consciously rebels against the dic- 
tates of the plainest common-sense. His theology 
comes from Tillotson and Hoadly; he has no eye 
■ Book x., chap, L 
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for the romantic side of his creed, and woi^d be apt 
to condenm a mystic as simply a fool. His loftiest 
aspiration is not to reform the world or any part 
of it, but to get a modest bit of preferment {he 
actually receives it, we are happy to think, in 
Amelia), euough to pay £or liis tobacco and his 
children's schooling. Fielding's dishke to the 
romantic makes him rather blind to the elevated. 
He will not only start from the actual, but does 
not conceive the possibility of an infusion of loftier 
principles. The existing standard of sound sense 
prescribes an impassable limit to his imagination. 
Parson Adams is an admirable incarnation of cer- 
tain excellent and honest impulses. He sets forth 
the wisdom of the heart and the beauty of the 
simple instincts of an affectionate nature. Btit 
we are forced to admit that he is not the highest 
type conceivable, and might, for example, learn 
something from his less robust colleague, Dr. 
Primrose. 

This remark suggests the common criticism, 
expounded with his usual brilliancy by M. Taine. 
Fielding, he tells us, loves nature, but he does not 
love it "like the great impartial artists, Shakes- 
peare and Goethe." He moralises incessantly — 
which is wrong. Moreover, his morality appears 
to be very questionable. It consists in preferring 
instinct to reason. The hero is the man who is 
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bom generous as a dog is bom affectionate. And 
this, says M. Taine^ might be all very well were 
it not for a great omission. Fielding has painted 
nature, but nature without reRnement, poetry, 
and chivalry. He can only describe the impet- 
uosity of the senses, not the nervous exaltation 
and the poetic rapture. Man is with him " a good 
buffalo i and perhaps he is a hero required by a 
people which is itself called John Bull." In all 
which there is an unduubted vein of truth, 
Fielding's want of refinement, for example, is one 
of those undeniable facts which must be taken 
for granted. But, without seeking to set right 
some other statements implied in M. Taine's 
judgment, it is worth while to consider a little 
more fidly the moral aspect of Fielding's work. 
Much has been said upon this point by some who, 
with M, Taine, take Fielding for a mere '* buffalo,*' 
and by others who, like Coleridge,— a safer and 
more sympathetic critic — hold Tom Jones to be. 
on the whole, a sound exposition of healthy 
morality. 

Fielding, on the "buffalo" view, is supposed to 
be simply taking one side in one of those perpetual 
controversies which has occupied many generations 
and never approaches a settlement. He prefers 
nature to law, instinct to reasoned action; he is 
on the side of Charles as against Joseph Surface; 
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he admires the publican, and condemns the Phar- 
isee without reserve; he loves the man who is 

nobody's enemy but his own. and despises the 
prudent person whose charity ends at his own 
door-step. Such a doctrine — so absolutely stated 
— is rather a negation of all morality than a lax 
morality. If it implies a love of generous instincts, 
it denies that a man should have any regard for 
moral rules, which are needed precisely in order 
to control our spontaneous instincts. Virtue is 
amiable, but ceases to l^e meritorious. Nothing 
would be easier than to quote passages in which 
Fielding expressly repurliates such a theory; but, 
of course, a writer's morality must be judged by 
the conceptions embodied in his work, not by the 
maxims scattered through it. Nor. for the same 
reason, can we pay much attention to Fielding's 
express assertion that he is writing in the interests 
of virtue ; for Smollett, and less scrupulous writers 
than Smollett, have found their account in simi- 
lar protestations. Yet anybody, I think, who will 
compare Joseph Andrews y^ilih that intentionally 
most moral work. Powelu, will admit that Field- 
ing's morality goes deeper than this. Fielding at 
least makes us love virtue, and is incapable of 
the solecism which Richardson commits in sub- 
stantially preaching that virtue means standing 
out for a higher price. That Fielding's reckless 

vol lllr i. 
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heroes have a genuine seusibUity to the claims of 
virtue^ appears still more unmistakably when 
we compare them with the heartless fine gentle- 
men of the Congreve school and of his own early 
plays, or put the faulty Captain Booth beside 
such an unredeemed scamp as Peregrine Pickle. 

It is cleait in short, that the aim of Fielding 
(whether he succeeds or not] is the very reverse 
of that attributed to him by M. Taine. Tom Jottes 
and Amelia have, ostensibly at least, a most em- 
phatic moral attaclied to tiiem: and not only at- 
tached to them, but borne in mind and even too 
elaborately preached throughout. That moral is 
the one which Fielding had learnt in the school 
of his own experience. It is the moral that dis- 
sipation bears fruit in misery. The remorse, it is 
true, which was generated in Fielding and in his 
heroes was not the remorse which drives a man 
to a cloister, or which even seriously poisons his 
happiness. The offences against morahty are con- 
doned too easily, and the line between vice and 
virtue drawn in accordance with certain distinc- 
tions wliich even Parson Adams could scarcely 
have proved. Vice, be seems to say. is alto- 
gether objectionable only when complicated by 
cruelty or hypocrisy. But if Fielding's moral 
sense in not very delicate, it is vigorous. He 
hates most heartily what he sees to be wrong, 
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though his s%ht might easily be improved m 
delicacy of discrimination. The truth is simply 
that Fielding accepted that moral cr>de which 
the better men of the world in his time really 
acknowledged, as distinguished from that by 
which they affected to be bound. That so wide 
a distinction should generally exist between these 
codes is a matter for deep regret. That Fielding 
in his hatred for humbug should have condemned 
purity as puritanical is clearly lamentable. The 
confusion, however, was part of the man, and, 
as already noticed, shows itself in one shape or 
other through his work. But it would be unjust 
to condemn him upon that ground as antago- 
nistic or indifferent to reasonable morality. His 
morahty is at the superior antipodes from the 
cynicism of a Wycherley; and far superior to the 
prurient sentimentalism of Sterne or the hot- 
pressed priggishness of Richan:lson, or even the 
reckless Bohcmianism of Smollett, 

There is a deeper tjuestion, however, beneath 
this discussion. The morahty of those "great 
impartial artists'' of whom M, Taine speaks 
differs from Fielding's in a more serious sense. 
The highest morality of a great work of art de- 
pends upon the power with which the essential 
beauty and ugliness of \'irtue and vice are ex- 
hibited by an impartial observer. The morahty. 
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for example, of Goethe and Shakespeare appears 
in the presentation of such characters as I^o 
and Mephistopheles- The insight of true genius 
shows us by such examples what is the true 
physiology of \'ice; what is the nature of the 
man who has lost all faith in virtue and all sym- 
pathy with purity and nobility of character. The 
artist of inferior rank tries to make us hate 
vice by showing that it comes to a bad end pre- 
cisely because he has an a^lequate perception 
of its true nature. He can see that a drunkard 
generally gets into debt or incurs an attack of 
delirium tremens, but he does not exhibit the 
moral disintegration which is the underlying cause 
of the misfortune, and which may be equally 
fatal, even if it happens to evade the penalty. 
The distinction depends upon the power of the 
artist to fulfil Fielding's requirement of penetrat- 
ing to the essence of the objects of his contem- 
plation. It corresponds to the distinction in 
philosophy betVL'cen a merely prudential system 
of ethics — the system of the gallows and the 
gaol — and the system which recognises the deeper 
issues perceptible to a fine moral sense. 

Now, in certain matters, Fielding's morality 
is of the merely prudential kind. It resembles 
Hogarth's simple doctrine that the good ap- 
prentice will be Lord Mayor and the bad appren- 
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tice get into Newgate. So shrewd an observer 
was indeed well aware, and could say very 
forcibly, ' that virtue in this world might some- 
times lead to poverty, contempt, and imprison- 
ment. He does not, like some novelists, assume 
the character of a temporal Providence, and knock 
his evil-doers on the head at the end of the story. 
He shows very forcibly that the difficulties which 
beset poor Jones and Booth are not to be fairly 
called accidents, but are the difficulties to which 
bad conduct generally leads a man, anJ which are 
all the harder when not counterbalanced by a 
clear conscience. He can even describe with 
sympathy such a character as poor Atkinson in 
Amelia^ whose unselfish love brings him more 
blows than favours of fortune. But it is true that 
lie is a good deal more sensible to what are called 
the prudential sanctions of virtue, at least of a 
certain category of virtues^ than to its essential 
beauty. So far the want of refinement of which 
M. Taine speaks does, in fact, lower, and lower 
very materially, his moral perception. A man 
of true delicacy could never have dragged Tom 
Jones into his lowest degradation without showing 
more forcibly his abhorrence of his loose conduct. 
This is. as Colonel Newcome properly points out, 
the great and obvious blot upon the story, which 
' Tom Jews, Book m,. chap. L 



38 



Hours in a Library 



no critics have missed, and we cannot even follow 
the leniency of Coleridge, who thinks that a single 
passage introduced to express Fielding's real 
judgment would have remedied the mischief. 
It is too obvious to he denied without sophistry 
that ToQ3, thoi^h he has many good feelings, and 
can preach very edifying sermons to his less 
scrupulous friend Nightingale, requires to be cast 
in a different mould. His whole character should 
have been strung to a higher pitch to make us 
feel that such degradation would not merely 
have required punishment to restore his self- 
complacency, but have left a craving for some 
thorough rftoral ablution. 

Granting unreser\-edly all that may be urged 
upon this point, we may still agree with the judg- 
ment pronounced by the most cot^enial critics. 
Fielding's pages reek too strongly of tobacco; 
they are apt to turn delicate stomachs; but the 
atmosphere b, on the whole, healthy and bracing. 
No man can read them without prejudice and 
fail to recognise the fact that he has been in con- 
tact with something much higher than a *'good 
buffalo." He has learnt to know a man. not 
merely full of animal vigour, not merely stored 
with various experience ot men and manners, but 
also in the main sound and unpoisoned by the 
mephitic vapours which poisoned the atmosphere 




Fielding's Novels 



of his poKce office. If the scom of hypocrisy is 
too fully emphasised, and the sensitiveness to 
ugly and revolting objects too much deadened 
by a rough life, yet nobody could be more heartily 
convinced of the beauty and value of those solid 
domestic instincts on wliich human happiness 
must chiefly depend. Put Fielding beside the 
modem would-be satirists who make society — 
especially French society ' — a mere sink of nasti- 
ness, or beside the more virtuous persons whose 
fevourite affectation is simplicity, and who labour 
most spasmodically to be masculine, and his native 
vigour, his massive common-sense, his wholesome 
views of men and manners, stand out in solid 
reli^. Certainly h^was limited in perception, 
and not so elevated in tone as might be desired ; 
but he is a fitting representative of the stalwart 
vigour and the intellectual shrewdness evident in 
the best men of his time. The English domestic 
life of the period was certaijily Far from blameless, 
and anything but refined; but if we have gained 
in some ways, we are hardly entitled to look with 
unqualified disdain upon the rough vigour of our 
beer-drinlcii^, beef -eating ancestors. 

We have felt, indeed, the limitations of Field- 
ing's art more clearly since English fiction found 



' Fcr Fidding'a view of the French ncveU of hi* d»y, see 
Tom Jones. Book xiii,, chap, ix. 
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a new starting point in Scott, Scott made us 
sensible of many sources of intt^est to which 
Fielding was naturally blind. He showed us es- 
pecially that a human being belonged to a society 
going through a long course of historical develop- 
mentj and renewed the bonds with the past which 
had been rudely snapped in Fielding's period. 
Fielding only deals, it may be roughly said, with 
men as members of a little family circle, whereas 
Scott shows them as members of a nation rich in 
old historical traditions, related to the past and 
the future, and to the external nature in which 
it has been developetl. A wider set of forces is 
introduced into our conception of humanity, and 
the romantic element, which Fielding ignored, 
comes again to life. Scott, too, was a greater 
man than Fieldingn of wider sj-mpathy, loftier 
character, and, not the least, with an incompar- 
ably keener ear for the voices of the mountains, 
the sea, and the sky. The more Scott is studied, 
the higher, I believe, the opinion that we shall 
form of some of his powers. But in one respect 
Fielding is his superior. It is a Idnd of misnomer 
which classifies all Scott's books as novels. 
They are embodied legends and traditions, de- 
scriptions of men, and races, and epochs of history ; 
but many of them are novels, as it were, by ac- 
cident, and modem readers arc often disappointed 
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re the name su^ests misleading associa- 
tions. They expect to sympathise with Scott's 
heroes, whereas the heroes are generally dropped 
in fnnm without, just lo give ostensible continuity 
to the narrative. The apparent accessories arc 
really the main substance. The Jacobites and 
not Waverley, the Borderers, not Mr, Van Beest 
BiDwn, the Covenanters, not Morton or Lord 
Evandale^ arc the real subjects of Scott's best 
romances. Now Fielding is really a novelist in 
the more natural sense. We are interested, that 
is, by the main characters, though they are not 
always the most attractive in themselves. We 
are really absorbed by the play of their passions 
and the conflict of their motives, and not merely 
taking advantage of the company to see the sur- 
rounding scenery or pliases of social life. In this 
sense Fielding's art is admirable, and surpassed 
that of all his English predecessors as of most of 
his successors. If the light is concentrated in 
a narrow focus» it is still healthy daylight, So 
long as we do not wish to leave his circle of ideas, 
we see little fault in the vigour with which he 
fulfils his intention. And therefore, whatever 
Fielding's other faults, he is l>eyond comparison 
the most faithful and profound mouthpiece of the 
passions and failings of a society which seems at 
once strangely remote and yet strangely near to 
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US- When seeking to solve that curious problem 
which is discussed in one of Hazlitt's best essays — 
what characters one would most Uke to have met? 
— and running over the various claims of a meeting 
at the Mermaid with Shakespeare and Jonson, a 
"neat repast of Attic taste" with Milton, a gossip 
at Button's with Addison and Steele, a club-dinner 
with Johnson and Burke, a supper with Lamb, or 
(certainly the least attractive) an evening at 
Holland House, I sometimes fancy that, after all, 
few things would be pleasanter than a pipe and a 
bowl of punch with Fielding and Hogarth. It 
is true that for such a purpose I provide myself 
in imagination with a new set of sturdy nerves, 
and with a digestion such as that which was once 
equal to the hoiroTs of an undergraduates' " wine 
party." But having made that trif^g assump- 
tion, I fancy that there would be few places where 
one would hear more good mother wit, shrewder 
judgments of men and things, or a sounder ap- 
preciation of those homely elements of which 
human life Is in fact chiefly composed- Common- 
sense in the highest degree — whether we choose 
to identify it or contrast it with genius— is at least 
one of the most enduring and valuable of qualities 
in literature as everywhere else; and Fielding 
is one of its best representatives. But perhaps 
one is unduly biassed by the charm of a com- 
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plete escape in imagination from the thousand 
and one affectations which have grown up 
since Fielding died and we have all become so 
much wiser and more learned than all previous 
generations. 
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Saiwte-Beuve's Essay on Cowper — considered 
as the type of domestic poets — has recently been 
translated for the benefit of English readers. It 
is interesting to know on the highest authority 
what are the qualities which may recommend a 
writer, so strongly tinned by local prejudices, to 
the admiration of a different race and generation. 
The gulf which separates the Olney of a century 
back from modem Paris is wide enough to give 
additional value to the generous appreciation 
of the critic. I have not the presumption to sup- 
plement or correct any part of his judgment. It 
is enough to remark briefly that Cowper's im- 
mediate popularity was, as is usually the case, due 
in part to qualities which have little to do with 
his more enduring reputation, Sainte-Beuve 
dwells with special fondness upon his pictures of 
domestic and rural life. He notices, of course, 
the mar\'eUou5 keenness of his pathetic poems; 
and he touches, though with some hint that na- 
tional affinity is necessary to its full appreciation, 
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upon the plaj'ful humour which immortalised 
John Gilpia, and lights up the p<:»et's most charm- 
ing letters. Something, perhaps^ might still be- 
said by a competent critic upon the singular 
charm of Cowper's best 5t>'le. A poet, for ex- 
ample, might perhaps tell us. though a prosaic 
person cannot, what is the secret of the impres- 
sion maJe by such a poem as The Wreck of the 
Royal George. Given an ordinary newspaper 
paragraph about wreck or battle, turn it into the 
simplest possible lai^uage, do not introduce a 
single metaphor or figure of speech, indulge in none 
but the most obvious of all reflections — as. for ex- 
ample, that when a man is once drowTied he won't 
win any more battles — and produce as the result 
a copy of verses which nobody can ever read with- 
out instantly knowing them by heart. How 
Cowper managed to perform such a feat, and why 
not one poet even in a hundred can perform it, 
are questions which might lead to some curious 
critical speculation, 

The qualities, however, which charm the piirely 
literary critic do not account for the whole of Cow- 
per's influence. A great part of his immediate, 
and some part of his more enduring success, have 
been clearly owing to a different cause. On 
reading Johnson's Lives, Cowper remarked, rather 
uncharitably, that there was scarcely one good 
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man amoi^st the poets. Few poets, indeed, 
shared those religious views which commended 
him moiE than any TiteiBiy excellence to a lar^e 
class of readers. Religious poetry is generally 
popular out of all proportion to its esthetic 
merits. Young was but a second-rate Pope in 
point of talent; but probably the Nigkt Thoughts 
have been studied by a dozen people for one who 
has read the Essay oti Man or the Ifnitations of 
Horace. In our own day, nobody, I suppose, 
would hold that the popularity of the Christian 
Year has been strictly proportioned to its poetical 
excellence; and Cowpcr's vein of religious medi- 
tation has recommended him to thousands who, 
if biassed at all, were quite unconsciously biassed 
by the admirabte qualities which endeared him 
to such a critic as Sainte-Beuve. His own view 
was frequently and unequivocally expressed. 
He says over and over again — and his entire 
sincerity lifts him above all suspicion of the af- 
fected self-depreciation of other writers — that he 
looked upon his poetical work as at best innocent 
trifling, except so far as his poems were versified 
sermons. His intention was everywhere didactic 
^sometimes annoyingly didactic— and his highest 
ambition was to be a useful auxiliary to the prosaic 
exhortations of Doddridge. Watts, or his friend 
Newton, His religion, said some people, drove 
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him mad. Even a generous critic like Mr, Stop- 
ford Brooke cannot refrain from hinting that his 
madness was in some part due to the detested 
influence of Calvinism. In fact, it may be ad- 
mitted that Newton — who is half inclined to boast 
that he has a name for driving people mad — 
scarcely showed his judgment in setting a man 
who had already been in confinement to write 
hymns which at times are the embodiment of 
despair- But it is obviously contrary to the 
plainest facts to say that Cowper was driven 
mad by his creed. His first attack preceded his 
religious enthusiasm; and a gentleman who tries 
to hang himself because he has received a com- 
fortable appointment for life, is in a state of mind 
which may be explained without reference to his 
theological views. It would be truer to say that 
when Cowper's intellect was once unhinged, he 
found a congenial expression for the tortures of 
his soul in the imagery provided by the sternest 
of Christian sects. But neither can this circum- 
stance be alleged as in itself disparaging to the 
doctrines thus misapplied, A religious belief 
which does not provide language for the darkest 
moods of the human mind, for profound melan- 
choly, torturing remorse and gloomy forebodirg, 
is a religion not calculated to lay a powerful grasp 
upon the imaginations of mankind. Had Cowper 
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"been a Roman Catholic, the same anguish of mind 
might have driven him to seek relief in the recesses 
of some austere monastery. Had he, 3ike Rous- 
seau, been a theoretical optimist, he would, hke 
Rousseau, liave tortured himself with the conflict 
between theory and fact — between the world as 
it might be and the corrupt and tyrannous world 
asitis— and have held that all men were in a con- 
spiracy to rob him of his peace. The chief arti- 
cle of Rousseau's rather hazy creed was the duty 
of universal philanthropy, and Rousseau fancied 
himself to be the object of all men's hatred. 
Similarly, Cowper, who held that the first duty of 
man was the love of God, fancied that some mys- 
terious cause had made him the object of the irre- 
vocable hatred of his Creator. With such fancies, 
reason and creeds which embody reason have 
nothing to do except to give shape to the instru- 
ments of self-torture. The cause of the misery 
is the mind diseased. You can no more raze out 
its rooted troubles by arguing against the real- 
ity of the phantoms which it generates than 
cure any other delimm by the most irrefragable 
It^c- 

Sainte-Beuve makes some remarks upon this 
analogy between Rousseau and Co\^'per. The 
comparison suggests some cxmous considerations 
as to the contrast and likeness of the two cases 
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represented. Some personal differences ore, of 
course, profound and obvious. Cowper was as in- 
disputably the most virtuous man, as Rousseau 
the greatest intellectual power. Cowper* s do- 
mestic life was as beautifuJ as Rousseau's was 
repulsive, Rousseau, moreover, was more de- 
cidedly a sentimentalist than Cowper, if by senti- 
mentalisni we mean that disposition which makes 
a luxury of ^ef, and delights in poring over its 
own morbid emotions, Cowper's tears are always 
wrung from him by intense anguish of soul, and 
never, as is occasionally the case with Rousseau, 
suggests that the weeper is proud of his excessive 
tenderness. Nevertheless, it is probably true, as 
Mr. Lowell says, that Cowper is the nearest con- 
gener of Rousseau in our language. The two men, 
of course, occupy in one respect an analogous 
literary position. We habitually assign to Cow- 
per an important place — though of course a 
subordinate place to Rousseau— in bringing about 
the reaction against the eighteenth -century code 
of taste and morality. In each case it would gen- 
erally be said that the change indicated was a 
return to nature and passion from the artificial 
coldness of the dominant school That reaction, 
whatever its precise nature, took characteristically 
different forms in England and in France; and 
it is as illustrating one of the most important 
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dlBtinctions that 1 propose to say a few words 
upon the contrast thus exhibited- 

Return to nature I That was the war-cry which 
animated the Lake school in their assault upon the 
then established authority. Pope, as they held, 
had tied the hands of English poets by his jin- 
gling metres and frigid conventionaHties. The 
muse — to make use of the old-fashioned phrase — 
had been rouged and bcwigged, and put into 
high-heeled boots, till she had lost the old majestic 
freedom of gait and enet^ of action. Let us go 
back to our ancient school, to Miltf»n and Shakes- 
peare and Spenser and Chaucer, and break the ig- 
noble fetters imported from the pseudo -classicists 
of France. These and similar phrases, repeated 
and varied in a thousand forms, have become 
part of the stock-in-trade of literary historians, 
and are put forward so fluently that we some- 
times forget to ask what it is precisely that they 
mean. Down to Milton, it is assumed, we were nat- 
ural ; then we became artificial ; and with the Re- 
volution we became natural again. That a theory 
so generally received and so consciously adopted 
by the leaders of the new movement must have 
in it a considerable amount of truth, is not to be 
disputed. But it is sometimes not easy to in- 
terpret it into very plain language. The method 
of explaining great intellectual and social move- 
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ments by the phrase ' ' reaction " is a very tempting 
one, for the simple reason that it enables us to 
effect a great saving of thought. The change is 
made to explain itself. History becomes a record 
of oscillations; we are always swinging backwards 
and forwards, pendulum fashion, from one extreme 
to another. The courtiers of Charles II. were too 
dissolute because the Puritans were too strict ; Ad- 
dison and Steele were respectable because Con- 
greve and Wycherley were licentious \ Wesley was 
zealous because the church had become indiffer- 
ent ; the Revolution of 1 789 was a reaction against 
the manners of the last century, and the Revolu- 
tion in running its course set up a reaction against 
itself- Now it is easy enough to admit that there 
is some truth in this theory^ Every great man 
who moves his race profoundly is of necessity 
protesting gainst the worst evils of the time, 
and it is as true as a copy-book that zeal leads to 
extremes, and one extreme to its opposite. A 
river flowing through a nearly level plain turns 
its concavity alternately to the cast and west, 
and we may fairly explain each bend by the fact 
that the previous bend was in the opposite direc- 
tion. But that does not explain why the river 
fiows down-hill, nor show which direction tends 
downwards. We may account for trifling oscilla- 
tions, not for the main current. Nor does it seem 
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at first a self-evident proposition that vice, for 
ex§mple» necessarily generates over-strictcess. A 
man is not always a Pharisee because his father 
has been a sinner- In fact, the people who talk 
so fluently about reaction fall back whenever it 
suits them upon the inverse theory. If a process 
happens to be continuous, the reason is as simple 
and satisfactory as in the opposite case, A man 
is dissolute, they will tell us. because his father was 
dissolute; just as they will tell us, in the opposite 
case, that he was diffeolute because his father 
was strict, Ob\'iously, the mere statement of a 
reaction is not by itself satisfactory. We want 
to know why there should have been a reaction ; 
why the code of morals which satisfied one genera- 
tion did not satisfy its successors ; why the coming 
man was repelled rather than attracted; what it 
was that made Pope array himself in a wig instead 
of appreciating the noble freedom of his pre- 
decessors: and why. again, at a given period men 
became tired of the old wig business. When we 
have solved, or approximated to a solution of, 
that problem, we shall generally find, I suspect, 
that the action and reaction arc generally more 
superficial phenomena than we suppose, and that 
the great processes of evolution are going on 
beneath the surface comparatively undisturbed 
by the changes which first attract our notice. 
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Every man naturally exaggerates the share of 
his education due to himself. He fancies that he 
has made a wonderful improvement upon his 
father's views, perhaps by reversing the improve* 
ment made by the father on the grandfather's. 
He does not see, what is plain enough to a more 
distant generation » that in reality each generation 
is most closely bound to its nearest predecessors. 
There is, too, a special source of ambiguity 
in the catch-word used by the revolutionary schooL 
They spoke of a return to na.ture. What, to ask 
once more a very troublesome question, is meant 
by nature? Does it mean inanimate nature? 
If so, is a love of nature clearly good or "natural"? 
Was Wordsworth justifiable prim^ facie for telling 
us to study mountains rather than Pope for an- 
nouncing that 

The proper study of mankind is man? 

Is it not more natural to be interested in men than 
in mountains? Does nature include man in his 
natural state ? If so, what is the natural state of 
man? Is the savage the man of nature* or the 
unsophisticated peasant, or the man whose nat- 
ural powers are developed to the highest pitch? 
Is a native of the Andaman Islands the superior of 
Socrates? If you admit that Socrates is superior 
to the savage, where do you draw the line between 
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the natural and the artificial? If a coral reef i& 
natural and beautiful because it is the work of 
insectSt and a tovm artiJicial and ugly because 
made by man, we must reject as unnatural all the 
best products of the human race. If you dis- 
tinguish between different works of man, the dis- 
tinction becomes irrelevant, for the products to 
which we most object are just as natural, in any 
assignable sense of the word, as those which we 
most a,dmire. The word natural may indeed 
be used as equivalent simply to beneficial or 
healthy ; but then it loses all value as an implicit 
test of what is not beneficial. ProbablvT indeed, 
some such sense was floating before the minds of 
most who have used the term. We shall generally 
find a vague recognition of the fact that there is a 
continuous series of integrating and disintegrat- 
ing processes ; that some cha/gcs imply a normal 
development of the social or individual organ- 
ism leading to increased health and strength» 
whilst others are significant of disease and ultimate 
obhteration or decay of structure. Thus the 
artificial style of the Pope school, the appeals to 
the muse, the pastoral affectation, and so forth, 
may be called unnatural, because the philosophy 
of that style is the retention of obsolete sym- 
bols after all vitality has departed, and when 
they consequently become mere obstructions, em- 
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barrassing the free flow of emotion which they 
once stimulated. 

But, however this may be, it is plain that the 
very different senses given to the word " nature " 
by different schools of thought were characteristic 
o( profoundly different conceptions of the world 
and its order. There is a sense in which it may 
be said with perfect accuracy that the worship of 
nature, so far from being a fresh doctrine of the 
new school, was the most characteristic tenet of 
the school from which it dissented. All the specu- 
lative part of the English literatut^ in the first 
half of the eighteenth century ts a prolonged dis- 
cussion as to the meaning and value of the law 
of nature, the rel^on of nature, and the state of 
nature. The deist controversy, which occupied 
every one of the keenest thinkers of the time, 
turned essentially upon this problem: granting 
that there is an ascertainable and absolutely true 
religion of nature, what is its relation to revealed 
religion? That, for example, is the question ex- 
plicity discussed in Butler's typical book, which 
gives the pith of the whole orthodox argument, 
and the same speculation suggested the theme 
of Pope's Essay on Man, which, in its occasional 
strength and its many weaknesses, is perhaps the 
most characteristic, though far from the most 
valuable product of the time. The religion of 
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nature tmdoubtedly meant somethii^ very dif- 
ferent with Butler or Pope from what it would 
have meant with Wordsworth or Coleridg* 
something so different. inde^» that we might 
at first say that the two creeds had nothing in 
common but tlie name. But we may see from 
Rousseau that there was a real and intimate con- 
nection. Rousseau's philosophy, in fact, is taken 
bodily from the teaching of his English predeces- 
sors. His celebrated profession of faith through 
the lips of the Vicaire Savoyard, which delighted 
Voltaire and profoundly tniluenced the leaders 
of the French Revolution, is in fact the expression 
of a deism identical with that of Pope's Essay,' 
ITic political theories of the Social Contract are 
founded upon the same base which served Locke 
and the English political theorists of 1688; and 
are applied to sanction the attempt to remodel 
existing societies in accordance with what they 
would have called the law of nature. It is again 
perfectly true that Rousseau drew from his 
theory consequences which inspired Robespierre, 
and would have made Locke's hair stand on end; 
and that Pope would have been scandalised at 
the too open re\"elation of his religious tendencies, 

' Roufiseau himselE seems to rofcr to Clarke, ihc leader o£ 
Ihc EngUsh ralionatismg school, u the b^t expounder of his 
ihcory^ and defended Pope's Essay against the critirisms cf 
Voll&irc 
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It is also true that Rousseau's passion was of in- 
finitely greater importance than his philosophy. 
But it remains true that the logical framework into 
which his theories were fitted came to him straight 
from the same school of thought which was dom- 
inant in England during the preceding period. 
The real change effected by Rousseau was that he 
breathed life into the dead bones. The English 
theorists, as has been admirably shown by Mr, 
Morley in his Rousseau, acted after their na- 
tional method. They accepted doctrines which, if 
logically developed, would have led to a radical 
revolution, and therefore refused to develop them 
logically. They remained in their favourite at- 
titude of compromise, and declined altogether to 
accommodate practice to theory. Locke's politi- 
cal principles fairly carried out implied universal 
suffrage^ the absolute supremacy of the popular 
will, and the abolition of class privileges. And 
yet it never seems to have occurred to him that 
he was even indirectly attacking that complex 
structure of the British Constitution, rooted in 
history, marked in every detail by special con- 
ditions of growth, and therefore anomalous to 
the last degree when tried by i priori reasoning, 
of which Burke's philosophical eloquence gives the 
best explanation and apology. Similarly, Clarke's 
theology is pure deism, embodied in a series of 




58 




Hours in a Library 



propositions worked out on the model of a math- 
ematical text-book, and yet in his eyes perfectly 
consistent with an acceptance of the orthodox 
dogmas which repose upon traditional authority. 
This altitude oE mind, so intelligible on this side of 
the channel, was utterly abhorrent to Rousseau's 
logical instincts. Englishmen were content to 
keep their abstract theories for the closet or the 
lecture-room, and dropped thera as soon as they 
were in the pulpit or in Parliament. Rousseau 
could give no quarter to any doctrine which cotUd 
not be fitted into a symmetrical edifice of abstract 
reasonings He carried into actual warfare the 
weapons which his English teachers had kept for 
purposes of mere scholastic disputation. A mon- 
archy, an order of privileged nobility, a hierarchy 
claiming supernatural authority, were not logic- 
ally justifiable on the accepted principles. Never 
mind, was the English answer, they work very 
well in practice; let us leave them alone. Do\^ti 
with them to the ground! was Rousseau's pas- 
sionate retort. Realize the ideal; force practice 
into conformity with theory: the voice of the 
poor and the oppressed is crying aloud for ven- 
geance; the divergence of the actual from the 
theoretical is no mere trifle to be left to the slow 
action of time; it means the misery o£ nuUions 
and the corruption of their rulers. The doctrine 
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which had amused philosophers was to become 
the war-cry of the masses; the men of "89 were at 
no loss to translate into precepts suited for the 
immediate wants of the day the doctrines which 
found their first utt^ance in the glow of his 
voluminous eloquence; and the faU of the Bastille 
showed the first vibrations of the earthquake 
which is still shaking the soil of Europe. 

It is easy, then, to give a logical meaning to 
Rousseau's return to nature. The whole inani- 
mate world, so nm his philosophy, is perfect» 
and shows plainly the marks of the Divine 
workmanship, All evil really comes from man's 
abuse of free-will. Mountains^ and forests, and 
seas, all objects which have not suffered from his 
polluting touch, are perfect and admirable. Let 
us fall down and worship- Man, too, himself, 
as he came from his Creator*s hands, is perfect. 
His "natural" — that is, original— impulses are 
all good; and in all men, in all races and regions 
of the earth, we find a conscience which unerringly 
distinguishes good from evil, and a love of his 
fellows which causes man to obey the dictates of 
his conscience. And yet the world, as we see it, 
is a prison or a lazar-houseJ Disease and starva- 
tion make life a burden, and poison the health 
of the coming generation: those whom fortune 
has placed above the masses make use of their 
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advantages to harden their hearts, and extract 
means of selfish enjoyment from the sufferings 
of their fellow-creatures. What is the source of 
this heart-rending discord? The abuse of men's 
free-will; that is, of the mysterious power which 
enables us to act contrary to the dictates oF nature. 
What is the best name for the disease which it 
generates? Luxury and corrufition — the two 
cant objects of denunciations which were as popu- 
lar in the pre-revolutionary generation as attacks 
upon sensationalism and over -excitement at the 
present day. And what, then, is the mode of 
cure? The return to nature- We are to make 
history run backwards, to raze to its foundations 
the whole social and intellectual structure that 
has been erected by generations of corrupt and 
selfish men. Everything by which the civilised 
man difTers from some theoretical pretension ts 
tainted with a kind of original sin. PoHtical 
institutions, as they exist, are conveniences for 
enabling the rich to rob the poor, and churches 
contrivances by which priests make ignorance and 
superstition play into the hands of selfish author- 
ity. Level all the existing order, and build up a 
new one on principles of pure reason ; give up all 
the philosophical and theological dogmas, which 
have been the work of designing priests and be- 
wildered speculators, and revert to that pure and 
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simple religion which is divinely implanted in the 
heart of every uncomipted human being. The 
Savoyard vicar, if you have any doubts, will tell 
you what is the true creed; and if you don't be- 
lieve it, is Rousseau's rather startling corollary, 
you ought to be put to death. 

That final touch shows the arbitraiy and 
despotic spirit characteristic of the relentless 
theorist. I need not here inquire what relation 
may be borne by Rousseau's theories to any which 
could now be accepted by intelligent thinkers. 
It is enough to say that there would be, to put it 
gently, some slight difficulty in settling the de- 
tails of this pure creed common to all unsophis- 
ticated minds, and in seeing what would be left 
when we had destroyed all institutions alloyed by 
an and selfishness. The meaning, however, in 
this connection of his love of nature, taking the 
words in their mere common-sense, is in harmony 
with his system. The mountains, whose worship 
he was the first to adtmibrate, if not actually 
to institute, were the symbols of the great natural 
forces free from any stain of human interference. 
Greed and cruelty had not stained the pure waters 
of his lovely lake, or dimmed the light to which 
his vicar points as in the early morning it grazes 
the edges of the mighty mountain buttresses- 
Whatever symbolism may be found in the Alps, 
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suggesting emotions of awe, wonder, and softened 
melancholy, came unstained by the association 
with the vices of a complex civilisation. If poets 
and critics have not quite analysed the precise 
nature of our modem love of mountain scenery, 
the sentiment may at least be illustrated by a 
modem parallel. The most eloquent writer who, 
in our day, has transferred to his pages the charm 
of Alpine beauties, shares in many ways Rous- 
seau's antipathy for the social order. Mr. Ruskin 
would explain better than any one why the love 
of the subhmest scenery should be associated with 
a profound conviction that all things are out of 
joints and that society can only be regenerated 
by rejecting all the achievements upon which the 
ordinal^' optimist plumes himself. After all. it 
is not surprising that those who are most sick of 
man as he is should love the regions where man 
seems smallest. When Swift wished to express 
his disgust for his race, he showed how absurd 
our passions appear in a creature six inches high; 
and the mountains make us all Lilliputians, In 
other mouths Rousseau's sentiment, more fully 
interpreted, became unequivocally misanthrop- 
ical, Byron, if any definite logical theory were to 
be fixed upon him. excluded the human race at 
large from his conception of nature. He loved, 
or talked as though he loved, the wilderness pre- 
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cisely because it was a wHlderness ; the sea because 
it sent men *' shivering to their gods," and the 
mountains because their avalanches crush the 
petty works of human industry. Rousseau was 
less anti-social than his disciple^ The mountains 
with him were the great barriers which kept 
civilisation and all its horrors at bay. They were 
the asylums for lil>erty and simplicity. There the 
peasant, unspoilt as yet by irinkgelds, not oppressed 
by the great, nor corrupted by the rich, could lead 
that idyllic life upon which his fancy delighted. 
In a passage quoted, as Sainte-Beuve notices, 
by Co^vper. Rousseau describes, with his usual 
wsrmth of sentiment, the delightful nruUn^e 
anglaise passed in sight of the Alps by the family 
which had learnt the charms of simplicity, and 
regulated its manners and the education of its 
children by the unsophisticated laws of nature. 
It is doubtless a charming picture, though the 
virtuous persons concerned are a little over- 
conscious of their virtue, and it indicates a point 
of coincidence between the two men, Rousseau, 
as Mr, Morley says, could appreciate as well as 
Cowper the charms of a simple and natural life. 
Nobody could be more eloquent on the beauty 
of domesticity; no one could paint better the 
happiness of family life, where the main occupa- 
tion was the primitive labour of cultivating the 
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ground, where no breath of unhallowed exdte- 
ment penetrated from the restless tunnoil of the 
outside worldt where the mother knew her place, 
and kept to her placid rotind of womanly duties, 
and where the children were taught with a gentle 
firmness which developed every germ of reason 
and affection, without undue stimulus or tmdue 
repression. And yet one must doubt whether 
Cowper would have felt himself quite at ease in 
the family of the Wolmars, The circle which 
gathered round the hearth at Olney to listen for 
the hom of the approaching postman, and solaced 
itself with cups "that cheer but not inebriate/' ' 
would have been a little scandalised by some of 
the sentiments current in the Vaudois paradise, 
and certainly by some of the antecedents of the 
party assembled. Cowper and Mrs. Unwin, and 
even their more fashionable friend, Lady Austen, 
would have felt their respectable prejudices 
shocked by contact with the new H61oise; and 
the views of life taken by their teacher, the con- 
verted slaveholder, John Newton, were as opposite 
as possible to those of Rousseau's imaginary vicar. 
Indeed, Rousseau's ideal families have that stain 
of affectation from which Cowper is so conspicu- 
ously free, ITie rose-colour is laid on too thickly. 

^ A phroaen by the %va>\ which Cowper, thcmgh little given 
to bairowing, took str&igLt lioia Beikeley's 5iru, 
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They are too fond of taking credit of universal 
admiration of the fine feelings which invariably 
animate their breasts : their charitable sentiments 
are apt to take the form of \'ery easy condonation 
of vice; and if they repudiate the world, we cannot 
believe that they are really luiconscious of its 
existence. Perhaps this dash of self-conscious- 
ness was useful in recominending them to the taste 
of the jaded and weary society, sickening of a 
strange disease which it could not interpret to 
itself, and finding for the moment a new excite- 
ment in the charms of ancient simplicity. The 
real thing might have palled upon it. But 
Rousseau's artificial and self-conscious simplicity 
expressed that vague yearning and spirit of unrest 
which could generate a half-sensual sentimental- 
ism, but could be repelled by genuine senti- 
ment. Perhaps it not uncommonly happens 
that those who are more or less tainted with 
a morbid tendency can denounce it most effect- 
ually. The most effective satirist is the man 
who has escaped with labour and pains, and not 
without some grevious stains, from the slough 
in which others are still mired. The perfectly 
pure has sometimes loo little sympathy with 
his weaker brethren to place himself at their 
point of view. Indeed^ as we shall have occasion 
to remark, Co^'per is an instance of a thinker 
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too far apart from the great world to apply the 
lash effectually. 

Rousseau's view of the world and its evils was 
thus coherent enoi^h, however unsatisfactory 
in its basis, and was a de\'elopraent of, not a re- 
acticpn against, the previcFUsly dominant philo- 
sophy; and, though using a different dialect and 
confined by different conditions, Cowper's attack 
upon the existing order harmonises with much of 
Rousseau's language. The first volume of poems, 
in which he had not yet discovered the secret of 
his own strength, is in form a continuation of the 
satires of the Pope school, and in substance a re- 
ligious version of Rousseau's denunciations of 
luxury. Amon^ the first symptoms of the grow- 
ing feelings of uneasy discontent had been the 
popularity of Brown's now-forgotten Estimate. 

The inestimable estimate of Brown 

Rose like a paper kite, and charmed the town, 

says Cowper; and he proceeds to show that, 
though Chatham's victorious administration had 
for a moment restored the self-respect of the 
country, the evils denounced by Brown were 
symptoms of a profound and lasting disease. 
The poems called the Progress of Error, Expost- 
ulation, Truth, Hope, Chartiy. and Conversation, 
all turn upon the same theme. Though Cowper is 
for brief spaces playful or simply satirical, he al- 
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ways fall back into his habitual vein of meditation. 
For the ferocious personalities of ChurchiH, the 
coarse-fibred friend of his youth, we have a sad 
strain of lamentation over the growing luxury 
and effeminacy of the age. It is a continued 
anticipation ot the lines in The Task, which seems 
to express his most serious and sincere conviction. 

The course of human ills, from good to ill, 
From ill to worse, is fatal, nevei fails. 
Increase of power begets increase of wealth, 
Wealth luxury, and luxury excGsa: 
Excess the scrofulous and itchy plague, 
That seises first the opulent, descends 
To the next rank contagious, and in time 
Taints downwards all the graduated scale 
Of order, from the chariot to the plough. 

That is his one unvariable lesson, set in different 
lights, but associated more or less closely with 
every observation. The world is ripening or 
rotting ; and. as with Rousseau, luxury is the most 
signiiicant name of the absorbing evil. That such 
a view should commend itself to a mind so cloude^i 
with melancholy would not be at any time sur- 
prising, but it fell in with a widely spread con- 
viction. Cowper had not, indeed, learnt the 
most effective mode of touching men's hearts. 
Separated by a retirement of twenty years from 
the world, with which he had never been very 
familiar, and at which he only "peeped through 
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the loopholes of retreat," liis satire wanted the 
brilhance, the quickness of illustration from 
actual life, which alone makes satire readable. 
His tone of feeling too frequently suggests that 
the critic represents the querulous comments of 
old ladies gossiping about the outside world over 
their tea-cups, easily scandahsed by very simple 
things. Mrs. Unwin was an excellent old lady, 
and Newton a most zealous country clergyman. 
Probably they were intrinsically superior to the 
fine ladies and gentlemen who laughed at them. 
But a mind acchmatiscd to the atmosphere which 
they breathed inevitably lost its nervous tone. 
There was true masculine vigour underlying 
Cowper's jeremiads; but it was natural that many 
people should only see in him an amiable vale- 
tudinarian, and not qualified for a censorship 
of statesmen and men of the world. The man 
who fights his way through London streets can't 
stop to lament over every splash and puddle 
which might shock poor Cowper's nervous sensi- 
bility. 

The last poem of the series, however, Retire- 
THent, showed that Cowper had a more character- 
istic and solacing message to mankind than a mere 
rehearsal of the threadbare denunciations of 
luxury. The Task revealed his genuine power. 
There appeared those admirable delineations of 
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country scenery and country thoughts which 
Sainte-Beuve detaches so lovingly from the mass 
of serious speculation in which they are embedded. 
What he, as a purely literary critic, passed over 
as comparatively uninteresting, gives the ex- 
position of Cowper's inteUectual position. The 
poem is in fact a political, moral, and religious 
disquisition interspersed with charming vignettes, 
which, tliough not obtrusively moralised, illustrate 
the general thesis. The poetical connoisseur may 
separate them from their environraent^ as a col- 
lector of engravings might cut out the illustra- 
tions from the now worthless letterpress. The 
poor author might complain that the most impor- 
tant moral was thus eliminated from his book. But 
the author is deadk and his opinions don't much 
matter. To understand Cowper's mind, however, 
we must take the now obsolete meditation with the 
permanently attractive pictures. To know why 
he so tenderly loved the slow windings of the sin- 
uous Ouse, we must see what he thought of the 
great Babel beyond- It is the distant murmur 
of the great city that makes his little refuge so 
attractive. The general vein of thought which 
appears m every book of the poems is most char- 
acteristically expressed in the fifth, called A 
Winter Morning Walk, Cowper strolls out at 
sunrise in his usual mood of tender playfulness. 
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smiles at the vast shadow cast by the low winter 

sun, as he sees upon the cottage wall the 

Preposterous sight ' the legs without the man. 
He remarks, with a passing recollection of his last 
sermon, that we ore all shadows ; but turns to note 
the cattle cowering behind the fences \ the labourer 
carving the haystack; the woodman going to work, 
foUowe:! by his half-bred cur, and cheered by the 
fragrance of his short pipe. He watches the 
marauding sparrows, and thinks with tenderness 
of the fate of less audacious birds; and then 
pauses to examine the strange fretwork erected 
at the millndam by the capricious freaks of the 
frost. Art, it suggests to him, is often beaten by 
Nature ; and his fancy goes off to the winter palace 
of ice erected by the Russian empress. His friend 
Newton makes use of the same easily allegorised 
object in one of his religious writings; though I 
know not whether the poet or the divine first 
turned it to account, Cowper, at any rate, is im- 
mediately diverted into a meditation on ''human 
grandeur and the courts of kings." The selfish- 
ness and folly of the great give hira an obvious 
theme for a dissertation in the true Rousseau 
style. He tells us how '*kir^s were first in- 
vented'* — the ordinary theory of the time being 
that political — deists added religious — institutions 
were all somehow "invented" by knaves to im- 
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pose upon fools. "War is a game," he says, in 

the familiar phrase, 

"Which were their subjects wiaft 
Kings would not play at/' 

But^ unluckily, their subjects are fools. In 
England, indeed,^for CowpeT, by virtue of his 
family traditions, was in theory a sound Whig, — 
we know how far to trust our kings; and he rises 
into a warmth on behalf of liberty for which he 
thinks it nght to make a simple-minded apology 
in a notc> The sentiment suggests a vigorous and 
indeed prophetic denunciation of the terrors of the 
Bastille, and its "horrid towers and dimgeons," 

There's not an English heart that would not leap 
To hear that ye were fallen at last' 

Within five or six years English hearts were in- 
deed welcoming the event thus foretold as the 
prospect of a new era of liberty. Liberty, says 
Cowper, is the one thing which makes England 
dear. Were that boon lost, 

I would at least bewail it under skies 
Milder, amongst a people less austere; 
In scenes which, having never known me free. 
Would not reproach me with the loss I felt,' 

■ Lord Teanysaa suggests the same coDGolation in the lines 
ending: 

Yet wafl me from the harbnur-mouih, 
Wild winda, I B€e^( a warracT Bky; 
Ajid 1 will see before I die 
The p^m& and temples cE ihe South. 
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So far Cowper was but expressing the sentiments 
of Rousseau, omittii^, of cotirse, Rousseau's 
hearty dislike for England, But liberty stig- 
gests to Cowper a different and more solemn vein 
of thought. There are worse dungeons, he re- 
members, than the Bastille, and a slavery com- 
pared with which that of the victims of French 
tyranny is a trifle — 

There is yet a liberty unsung 

By poets, and by senators unpraised. 

Which monarchs cannot grant, nor all the power 

Of earth and hell confederate take away_ 

The patriot is lower than the martyr, though more 
highly prized by the world; and Cowper changes 
his strain of patriotic fervour into u. prolonged 
devotional comment upon the text. 

He is the freeman whom the truth makes free, 
And all are slaves besides. 

Who would have thought that we could glide 
so easily into so solemn a topic from looking at 
the quaint freaks of morning shadows? But the 
charm of Tij€ Tosh is its sincerity ; and in Cow- 
per's mind the most trival objects are connected 
by subtile threads of association with the most 
solemn thoughts. He begins with mock heroics 
on the sofa, and ends with a glowing vision of the 
millennium. No dream of human perfectibility, 
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but the expected advent of the tme Ruler of the 
earth, is the relief to the palpable darkness of 
the esistitig world. The Winter Walk traces the 
circle of thought through which his mind invari- 
ably revolves. 

It would be a waste of labour to draw out in 
definite formula the systems adopted, from emo- 
tional sympathy, rather than from any logical 
speculation J by Cowper and Rousseau, Each 
in some degree owed his power — though Rousseau 
in a far higher degree than Cowper — to his pro- 
found sensitiveness to the heavy burden of the 
time. Each of them felt like a personal grief, and 
exaggerated in a distempered imaginatior, the 
weariness and the forebodings more dimly present 
to contemporaries. In an age when old forms 
of government had grown rigid and obsolete, 
when the stiffened crust of society was beginning 
to heave with new throes, when ancient faiths 
had left mere husks of dead formula to cramp the 
minds of men» when even superficial observers 
were startled by vague omens of a coming crash, 
or expected some melodramatic regeneration of the 
world, it was perhaps not strange that two men, 
tottering on the verge of madness should be 
amongst the most impressive prophets. The truth 
of Butler's speculation, that nations, like indi- 
viduals, might go mad, was about to receive an 
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apparent confirmation. Cowper. like Rousseau, 
might see the world tlirough the distorting haae 
of a disordered fancy, but the world at lai^e was 
itself strangely disordered, and the smouldering 
discontent of the inarticulate masses found an 
echo in their passionate utterances. Their voices 
were Uke the moan of a coming earthquake- 

The difference, however, so characteristic of 
the two countries, is reflected by the national 
representatives. Nobody couM be less of a revo- 
lutionist than Cowper, His whiggism was little 
more than a tradition. Though he felt bound to 
denounce kings, to talk about Hampden and 
Sidney, and to sympathise with Mrs. Macaulay's 
old-fashioned republicanism, there was not a 
more loyal subject of George II L, or one more 
disposed, when he could turn his mind from his 
pet hares to the concerns of the empire, to lament 
the revolt of the American colonies. The awaken- 
ing of England from the pleasant slumbers of the 
eighteenth century— for it seems pleasant in tliese 
more restless times — took place in a curiously 
sporadic and heterogeneous fashion^ In France 
the spiritual and temporal were so intricately 
welded together, the interests of the state were 
lo deeply involved in maintaining the faith of the 
Church, that conservatism and orthodoxy nat- 
urally went together. Philosophers rejected with 
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equal fervour the established religious and the 
politica! creed. The new volume of passionate feel- 
ing, no longer satisfied with the aocient barriers, 
poured itself in both cases into the revolutionary 
channel. In England no such plain and simple 
issue existed. We had our usual system of com- 
promises in practice, and hybrid combination 
of theory. There were infidel conservatives and 
radical believers. The man who more than any 
other influenced EngLsh history during that cen- 
tury was John Wesley, Wesley was to the full 
as deeply impressed as Rousseau with the mora] 
and social evils of the time. We may doubt 
whether Cowper's denunciations of luxury owed 
most to Rousseau's sentimental eloquence or to 
the matter-of-fact vigour of Wesley's Appeals, 
Cawper*s portrait of Whitefield— ** Leuconomus," 
as he calls him. to evade the sneers of the cultivated 
— and his frequent references to the despised sect 
of Methodists reveal the immediate source of 
much of his indignation. So far as those evils 
were caused by the intellectual and moral con- 
ditions common to Europe at large. Wesley and 
Rousseau might be called allies* Both of them 
gave satisfaction to the need for a free play of un- 
satisfied emotions. Their solutions of the problem 
were of course radically different; and Cowper 
only speaks the familiar language of his sect when 
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he taunts the philosopher with his incapacit/ 
to free man from his bondage : 

Spend all the powers 
Of rant and rhapsody in virtue's praiae, 
Be most sublimely good, verbosely grand, 
And with poetic trappings grace thy prose 
Till it outmantle all the pride of veree; 

where he was possibly, as Sainte-Beuve suggests, 
thinking of Rousseau, though Shaftesbury was 
the more frequent butt of such denunciations. 
The difference in the solution of the great problem 
of moral regeneration was facilitated by the dif- 
ference of the em/ironnient. Rousseau, though 
he shovi^ a sentimental tenderness for Christianity, 
could not be orthodox without putting himself on 
the side of the oppressors, Wesley, though feeling 
profoundly the social discords of the time, could 
take the side of the poor without the need of break- 
ing in pieces a rigid system of class-privilege. The 
evil which he had to encounter did not present 
itself as tyranny oppressing helplessness, but as a 
general neglect of reciprocal duties verging upon 
license. On the whole, therefore, he took the 
conservative side of political questions. When 
the American war gave the first signal of coming 
troubles, the combinations of opinion were sig- 
nificant of the general state of mind. Wesley and 
Johnson denounced the rebels from the orthodox 
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point of view with curious coincidence of language. 
The only man of equal intellectual cahbre who 
took the same side unequivocally was the arch- 
inftdel Gibbon. The then sleepy Established 
Church was too tolerant or too indifferent to trou- 
ble him : why should he ally himself with Puritans 
and enthusiasts to attack the Government which 
at once supported and tied its hands? On the 
other side, we find such lovers of the established 
rehgious order as Burke associated with free- 
thinkers like Tom Paine and Home Tooke, Tooke 
might agree with Voltaire in private, but he could 
not air his opinions to a party which relied in no 
smaU measure on the xx)litical zeal of sound Dis- 
senters, Dissent, in fact, meant something like 
atheism combined with radicalism in France; in 
England it meant desire for the traditional lib- 
erties of Englishmen, combined with an often 
fanatical theological creed. 

Cowper, brought up amidst such surroundings, 
had no temptation to adopt Rousseau's sweeping 
revolutionary fervour. Mis nominal whiggism 
was not warmed into any subversive tendency- 
The labourers with whose sorrows he sympathised 
might be ignorant, coarse, and dnmken; he saw 
their faults too clearly to believe in Rousseau's 
idyllic conventionahties, and painted the truth as 
realistically as Crabbe : they required to be kept 
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doctrine less at variance with his view of facts. 
He has no illusions about the man of nature. The 
savage, he tells us, was a drunken beast till 
rescued from his bondage by the zeal of the 
Moravian missionaries; and the poor are to be 
envied, not because their lives are actually much 
better, but because they escape the temptations 
and sophistries of the rich and learned. 

But how should this sentiment fit in with Cow- 
per's love of nature? In the langu^e of his sect, 
nature is generally opposed to grace. It is apphed 
to a world in which not only the human inhab- 
itants, but the whole creation, is tainted with a 
mysterious evil. Why should Cowper find relief 
in contemplating a system in which waste and 
carnage play so conspicuous a part? Why, when 
he rescued his pet hares from the general fate of 
their race, did he not think of the innumerable 
hares that suffered not only from guns and grey- 
hounds, but from the general annoyances incident 
to the struggle for existence? Would it not have 
been more logical if he had placed his happiness 
altogether in another world, where the struggles 
and torments of our everyday life are unknown? 
Indeed, though Cowper, as an orthodox Protest- 
ant, held that ascetic practices ministered simply 
to spiritual conceit, was he not bound to a suffi- 
ciently galling form of asceticism? His friends 
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habituaHy looked aslcance upon all those pleasures 

of the intellect and the imagination which are not 
directly subservient to the rehgious emotions. 
They had grave doubts of the expediency of his 
studies of Hie pagan Homer, They looked with 
suspicion upon the slightest indulgence in social 
amusements. And Cowper fuJly shared their 
sentiments. A taste for music, for example, gen- 
erally su^ests to him a parson fiddling when he 
ought to he praying; and following once more 
the lead of Newton, he remarks upon the Handel 
celebration as a piece of grotesque profanity. 
The name of science calls up to him a pert geolo- 
gist, declaring after an examination of the earth 

That He who made it, and revealed its date 
To Moses, was mistaken in its age. 

Not only is the great bulk of his poetry directly 
religious or devotional, but on publishing The 
Task he assures Newton that he has admitted 
none but Scriptural images, and kept as closely 
as possible to Scriptural language. Elsewhere 
he quotes Swift's motto. Vive la bagatelle! as a 
justification of John Gilpin. Fox is recorded to 
have said that Swift must have been fundamen- 
tally a good-natured man because he wrote so much 
nonsense. To me the explanation seems to be 
very different. Nothing is more melancholy than 
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Swift's elaborate triiliiigs, because they represent 
the efforts of a powerful intellect passing into 
madness under enforced inaction, to kill time by- 
childish occupation^ And the diagnosis of Cow- 
per's case is similar. He trifles, he says, because 
he is reduced to it by necessity. His most ludi- 
crous verses have been written in his saddest 
mood. It would be, he adds, ''but a shockiiig 
vagary " if the sailors on a ship in danger reheved 
themselves "by fiddUng and dancing; yet some- 
times much such a part act L" His love of 
country sights and pleasures is so intense because 
it is the most effectual relief. "Oh!" he exclaims, 
*'I could spend whole days and nights in gazing 
upon a lovely prospect! My eyes drink the rivers 
as they flow. " And he adds, in his characteristic 
vein of thought," If every human being upon earth 
could feel as I have done for many yeare, there 
might perhaps be many miserable men among 
them, but not an unawakened one could be found 
from the Arctic to the Antarctic circle." The 
earth and the sun itself are, he says,but '* baubles;" 
but they are the baubles which alone can distract 
his attention from more awful prospects. His 
little garden and greenhouse are playthings lent 
to him for a time, and soon to be left. He "never 
framed a wish or formed a plan," as he says in 
Th€ Task^ of which the scene was not laid in the 
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country; and when the gloomiest forebodings un- 
hinged his mind, his love became a passion. He 
is like his own prisoner in the Bastille playing with 
spiders. AH other avenues of delight are closed to 
him; he believes, whenever his dark hour of seri- 
ous thought returns, that he is soon to be carried 
off to unspeakable torments; all ordinary methods 
of human pleasure seem to be tainted with some 
corrupting influence; but whilst playing with his 
spaniel, or watching his cucumbers, or walking 
with Mrs» Unwin in the fields, he can for a moment 
distract his mind with purely innocent pleasures. 
The awful bacl^round of his visions, never quite 
absent, though often, we may hope, far removed 
from actual consciousness, throws out these hours 
of delight into more prominent relief. The stern- 
est of his monitors, John Newton himself, could 
hardly grudge this cup of cold water presented, 
as it were, to the hps of a man in a self-made 
purgatory. 

This is the peculiar turn which gives so char- 
acteristic a tone to Cowper's loving portraits of 
scenery. He is lake the Judas seen by St, Brandan 
on the iceberg ; he is enjoying a momentary relaxa- 
tion between the past of misery and the future 
of anticipated torment. Such a sentiment must, 
fortunately, be in some sense exceptional and 
idiosyncratic. And yet, once more, it fell in with 
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the prevailing current of thought. Cowper agrees 
with Rousseau in finding that the contemplation 
of scenery, unpolluted by human passion, and the 
enjoyment of a calm domestic life is the best an- 
odyne for a spirit weaned with the perpetual disor- 
ders of a corrupt social order. He differs from him, 
as we have seen, in the conviction that a deeper 
remedy is wanting than any mere political change ; 
in a more profound sense of human wickedness, and 
on the other hand, in a narrower estimate of the 
conditions of human life. His definition of Nature* 
to put it logically, would exclude that natural man 
in whose potential existence Rousseau more or 
less believed. The passionate love of scenery 
was enough to distinguish him from the poets of 
the preceding school, whose supposed hatred of 
Nature meant simply that they were thoroughly 
immersed in the pleasures of a society then first 
developed in its modem form, and not yet under- 
mined by the approach of a new revolution. The 
men of Pope and Addison's time looked upon 
country squires as bores incapable of intellectual 
pleasure, and, therefore, upon country life as a 
topic for general ridicule, or more frequently as 
an unmitigated nuisance. Probably their esti- 
mate was a very sound one, When a true poet 
lite Thomson really enjoyed the fresh air, his 
taste did not become a passion, and the scenery 
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appeared to him as a pleasant background to his 
Castle of Indolence. Cowper's peculiar religious 
views prevented him again from anticipating the 
wider and more plulosophical sentiment of Words- 
worths Like Pope and Wordsworth, indeed, he 
occasionally uses language which has a pantheistic 
sound. He expresses his belief that 

There lives and works 
A Eoiti in all things, and that soul is God. 

But when Pope uses a similar phrase, it is the ex- 
pression of a decaying philosophy wliich never 
had much vitahty, or passed from the sphere of 
intellectual speculation to aiTect the imagination 
and the emotions. It is a dogma which he holds 
sincerely, it may be, but not firmly enough to 
colour his habitual sentiments. With Words- 
wortli, whatever its precise meaning, it is an 
expression of an habitual and abiding sentiment, 
which rises naturally to his lips whenever he 
abandons himself to his spontaneous impulses. 
With Cowper, as is the case with all Cowper's 
utterances, it is absolutely sincere for the time; 
but it is a doctrine not very easily adapted to his 
habitual creed, and which drops out of his mind 
whenever he passes from external nature to 
himself or bis fellows. The indwelling di\-inity, 
whom he recognises in every "freckle, streak, or 
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stain" on his favourite Sowers, seems to be hope- 
lessly removed from his own personal inteiEsta. 
An awful and mysterious decree has separated 
him for ever from the sole source of consolation. 

This is not the place to hint at any judgment 
upon Co^-per's theology, or to inquire how far a 
love of nature, in his sense of the words, can be 
logically combined with a system based upon the 
fundamental dogma of the corruption of man» 
Certainly a similar anticipation of the poetical 
pantheism of Wordsworth may be found in that 
most logical of Calvinists, Jonathan Edwards, 
Cowper. too. could be at no loss for Scriptural 
precedents, when recognising the immediate voice 
of God in thunder and earthquakes, or in the 
calmer voices of the waterbrooks and meadows. 
His love of nature, at any rate, is at once of a nar- 
rower and sincerer kind than that which Rousseau 
first made fashionable. He has no tendency to the 
misanthropic or cynical view which induces men of 
morbid or affected minds to profess a love of sav- 
age scenery simply because it is savage. Neither 
does he rise to the more philosophical view which 
sees in the seas and the moimtains the most strik- 
ing symbols of the great forces of the imiversc 
to which we must accommodate ourselves^ and 
which might therefore rightfully be associated 
by a Wordsworth with the deepest emotions of 
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more pressing, Cowper said, substantially, Leave 
the world, as Rousseau said, Upset the world. 
The reformer^ to say nothing of his greater in- 
tellectual power, naturally interested the world 
which he threatened more than the recluse whom 
it frightened. Limited within a narrow circle 
of ideas, and living in a society where the great 
issues of the time were not presented in so naked 
a form. Cowper's influence ran in a more confined 
channel He felt the incapacity of the old order 
to satisfy the emotional wants of mankind, but 
was content to revive the old forms of belief instead 
of seeking a more radical remedy in some sub- 
versive or reconstnjctive system of thought. But 
the depth and sincerity of feeling which ex- 
plains his marvellous intensity of pathos is some- 
times a pleasant relief to the sentimcntalism of his 
greater predecessor Nor is it hard to understand 
why his passages of sweet and melancholy musing 
by the quiet Ouse should have come like a breath 
of fresh air tn the jaded generation waiting for the 
fall of the Bs^tille — and of other things. 
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When browsing at random in a respectable 
library, one is pretty sure to hit upon the early 
numbers of the Ediftburgh Review, and prompted 
in consequence to ask oneself the question. What 
are the intrinsic merits of writing which produced 
so great an effect upon our grandfathers? The 
Review^ we may say, has lived into a third gen- 
eration. The last survivor of the original set 
has passed away; and there are but few relics 
even of that second galaxy of authors amongst 
whom Macaulay was the most brilliant star. One 
may speak, therefore, without shocking existing 
susceptibilities, of the Review m its first period, 
when Jeffrey, Sydney Smith, and Brougham 
were the most prominent names. A man may 
still call himself middle-aged and yet have a 
distinct memory of Brougham courting, rather 
too eagerly, the applause of the Social Science 
Association; or Jeffrey, as he appeared^ in his 
kindly old age, when he could hardly have spoken 
iharply of a Lake poet; and even of the last out- 

ss 
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pourii^s of the irrepressible gaiety of Sydney 
Smith, But the period of their literary activity 
is already so distant as to have passed into the 
domain of history. It is the same thing to say 
that it already belongs in some degree to the 
ne^hbouring or overlapping domain of fiction- 
There is, in fact, already a conventional history 
of the early Edinburgh Rmrieiv, repeated without 
hesitation in all literary histories and assumed in 
a thousand allusions, which becomes a little in- 
credible when we take down the dusty old vol- 
umes, where dingy calf has replaced the original 
splendours of the blue and yellow, and which 
have inevitably lost much of their savour during 
more than half a century's repose, 'llic story of 
the original publication has been given by the 
chief founders. Edinburgh, at the beginning of 
the century, was one of those provincial centres 
o£ intellectual activity which have an increasing 
difficulty in maintaining themselves against me- 
tropolitan attractions. In the last half of the 
eighteenth century, such philosophical activi^ 
as existed in the country seemed to have talcen 
refuge in the northern half of the island. A 
set of brilhant youi^ men. hving in a society 
still proud of the reputation of Hume, Adam 
Smith, Reid, Robertson, Dugald Stewart, and 
other northern luminaries, might naturally be 
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iJi ii lMnt Conservatism, reo- 
fay-tbc vcccaC c^Kfienoc cf the Ficocb 

nrirwnri a sw^ In ScoUand more 
aod iiEonio s than it e& now easy to 
Tbe j^ranger men wbo tfn*Knftj to 
were naturally prepared to vdcome 
far tike expreseion of their vie«vs. Ac- 
a knot of clever lads (Smhfa vas 31. 
Jeffrey »9. Btowb 34, Homer :j4, and Brougham 
«j) met in the third (not, as Smith aftemrards 
said, the '* eighth or ninth") story of a house in 
Edinburgh and started the journal by acclamation. 
TV first number appeared in October, 1S02, and 
pmdueed, we are told, an "electrical" effect. 
Its oW humdrum rivals collapsed before it. Its 
science, its philosophy, its literature were equally 
admired. Its politics excited the wrath and 
dread of Tories and the exultant delight of Whigs, 
It was. says Cockbum, a "pillar of fire," a far- 
8C<»n beacon, suddenly lighted in a dark place. Its 
able advocacy of political principles was as strik- 
ing as its judicial air of criticisni, unprecedented 
in periodical literature. To appreciate its in- 
fluence, we must remember, says Sydney Smith, 
that in those days a number of reforms, now fa- 
miltar to us all, were still regarded as startling 
innovntions. The Catholics were not emanci- 
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pated, nor the game-laws softened, nor the Court of 
Chanccr>" reformed, nor the slave-trade abolished. 
Cruel punishment still disgraced the criminal code, 
libel was put down with vindictive severity, pris- 
oners were not allowed counsel in capital cases, 
and many other ^evances now wholly or partially 
redressed were still flourishing in full force. 

Were they put down solely by the Edinburgh 
Revieivf That» of course, would not be alleged 
by its most ardent admirers ; though Sidney 
Smith certainly holds that the attacks of the 
Edinburgh were amongst the most efficient 
causes of the many victories which followed. I 
am not concerned to dispute the statement; nor 
in fact do I doubt that it contains much truth. 
But if we look at the Reineiu simply as literary 
connoisseurs, and examine its volumes expecting 
to be edified by such critical vigour and such 
a plentiful outpouring of righteous indignation 
in burning language as might correspond to this 
picture of a great organ of liberal opinion, we shall, 
I fear, be cruelly disappointed. I^t us speak the 
plain truth at once. Every one who turns from 
the periodical literature of the present day to 
the original Edinburgh Review will be amazed at 
its inferiority. It is generally dull, and, when 
not dull, flimsy. The vigour has departed; the 
fire is extinct. To some extent, of course, this is 
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inevitable. Even the magnificent eloquence of 
Burke has lost some of its early gloss. We 
can read, comparatively unmoved, passages that 
would have once carried us off our legs in the 
exuberant torrent of passionate invective. But, 
making all possible allowance for the fading of 
all things human, I think that every reader who is 
franlc will admit his disappointment. Here and 
there, of course, amusing passages illuminated 
by Sydney Sra.ith's humour or Jeffrey's slashing 
and swaggering retain a few sparks of fire. The 
pertTiess and petulance of the youthful critics are 
amusing, though hardly in the way intended by 
themselves. But, as a rule, one may most easily 
characterise the contents by saying that few of 
the articles would have a chance of acceptance 
by the editor of a first-rate periodical to-day; 
and that the majority belong to an inferior vari- 
ety of what is now called " padding " — mere per- 
functory bits of work, obviously manufactured by 
the critic out of the book before him. 

The great political importance of the Edinburgh 
Review belongs to a later period. When the Whigs 
began to revive after the long reign of Tory prin- 
ciples, and such questions as Roman Catholic 
Emancipation and Parliamentary Refonn were 
Bcriously coming to the front, the Review grew 
to be a most effective organ of the rising party. 
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Even in earlier years, it was doubtless a matter of 
real moment that the ablest periodical of the 
day should manifest sympathies with the cause 
then so profoimdly depressed. But in those years 
there is nothing of that veliement and unsparing 
advocacy of Whig principles which we might 
expect from a band of youthful enthusiasts. So 
far indeed was the R^ew from unhesitating 
partisanship that the sound Tory Scytt con- 
tributed to its pages for some years; and so late 
as the end of 1807 invited Southey, then develop- 
ing into fiercer Toryism, as became a "renegade" 
or a^convert," to enlist under Jeffrey, Southey, 
it is true, was prevented from joining by scruples 
shared by his correspondent, but it was not for 
another year that the breach became irreparable. 
The finat offence was given by the ''famous 
article upon Cevallos, " which appeared in October, 
180S, Even at that period Scott understood 
some remarks of Jeffrey's as an offer to suppress 
the partisan tendencies of his Review. Jeffrey 
repudiated this interpretation: but the statement 
is enough to show that, for six years after its birth, 
the Review had not been conducted in such a way 
as to pledge itself beyond all redemption in the 
eyes of staunch Tories.' 

' Scott'fi letter, stating that this overture had been made 
by JeSrcy under terror of the Qitartfrly, waa first published 
in Loc:lthart'fi Li^s of Scott. Je3rcy denied that he could 
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CevaODs artkJe. the woHt in uncerUm 
erf Broo^^iam and Jefirey, was un- 
caicnhtcd to give olTeitce. It con- 
tned an ei o qne nt expression of foreboding as 
to the ch an ces d the li^r in Spain, The Whigs, 
^0K polkr had been opposed to the war, nat- 
anflr prafi^Kskd its Ol-suart^ss, and, until this 
pencd. tacts bad certainly not confuted thdr 
II was equally' natural that their op- 
dkoald be scandalised by their apparent 
of patnodsm- Scott's indignation was 



T1» HJmbmr^ Rnww [he says] tells you coolly, 



tbs oAcr, both because bk ccctdbutcjn were 
«ad becmvM he bad always cooadered poli- 
ria iij W <■» be r«ncmbfrc*J to have icJd S<t>tt) the '^righx 
bif " ol tb» J^nvAT, rndoubinlly. though Scott's letter was 
^BlStO^m M Uir Iicir and Jefirey's cootiadicticni many yeare 
^Hr^m^ at svcnu that Scott must have exa^gei^teil- And 
M to Honkv^ Mtmoms wv find a lerter fmm JelTrey which 
^«MtelO*^A^t^^^''<^'^*^i°™^^^^^°°^bt be supposed 
«» coninn SoJtt'a at&lemcnt. Jeffrey beg^ for Homer^B lor 
^I^Kvin lb* ' d»y of SHd/' caused by theCevaLtos article 
MlA tba thlTitlUlfii Q»nHw fy , He tells Homer that he maf 
^M^lv upcn Any mbject be pleases — "only no party politics, 
^^ »oiIkrnx bnC rxemplAry moderation and impartiality on 
tf wtfi ^^ I b4ve allowed coo much mischief to be done 
Inn By nm mdiffercncr and love of si>orl ; but it would be 
ImaCC^lMbl* to ^koQ tbe powerful instrument we have got 
^^ottDrtlnMkeolt««A&£ and pU>-m£ tncks/ ' — Homer'a 
.U^vitfArt. i,, 4J4 It ^(HLs cvi the ixviison of the Cev^ce 
«ftkl» th»t iht Bafl of BiKhan aolemoly kicked the RffvUw 
ItwKv Ma itudy into the airt^i—* performance which be 3up- 
l'«^d WT>uld b* t*Ul to its circiilaticn. 
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" We foresee a revolution in this country as well as Mr, 
Cobbett;"and,tasay the truth, by degrading the per- 
son of the sovereigji, exalting the power of the French 
armies and the msdom of their counsels, holding forth 
that peace (which they allow can only be purchased by 
the humiliatiQg prostration of our honour) is indiepen- 
sahletothe very existence of this country, I think that 
for these two years past they have done their utmost 
to hasten the fulfilment of their own prophecy. 

Yet, he adds, 9,000 copies are printed quarterly, 
"no genteel family can pretend to be without 
it," and it contains the only valuable literary 
criticism of the day. The antidote was to be 
supplied by the foimdation of the Quarterly. The 
Cevallos article, as Brougham says, ''first made 
the reviewers conspicuous as Liberals. " 

Jeffrey and his friends were in fact in the very 
difficult position of all middle parties during a 
period of intense national and patriotic excite- 
ment. If they attacked Perceval or Canning or 
Castlereagh in one direction, they were equally 
opposed to the rough-and-ready democracy of 
Cobbett or Burdett, and to the more philosophi- 
cal radicalism of men like Gcwiwin or Bcntham. 
They were generally too yoimg to have been 
infected b^^fie original Whig sympathy for the 
French Re^ution, or embittered by the reaction. 
They condemned the principles of '89 as decidedly 
if not as hearUly as the Tories, The difference, 
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that the Review, even when it had succeeded, 
did not absorb the activities of its contributois 
so exclusively as is sometimes suggested. They 
rapidly dispersed to enter upon different careers. 
Even before the first number appeared, Jeffrey 
complains that almost all his friends are about 
to emigrate to Loudon; and the prediction was 
soon verified. Sydney Smith left to begin his 
career as a clergyman in London; Homer and 
Brougham almost immediately took to the Eng- 
lish bar» vnth a view to pushing into public life; 
Allen joined Lord Holland; Charies Bell set up 
in a London practice; two other promising con- 
tributors took offence, and deserted the Revieiv 
in its infancy; and Jeffrey was left almost alone, 
thou^ still a centre of attraction to the scattered 
group. He himself only undertook the editorsliip 
on the understanding that he might renounce 
it as soon as he could do without it ; and always 
guarding himself most carefully against any 
appearance of deserting a legal for a Uterary 
career. Although the Edinbuigh c^vacU was not 
dissolvcdn its bonds were greatly loosened; the 
chief contributors were in no sense men who 
looked upon literature as a principal occupation; 
and Jeffrey', as much as Brougham and Homer, 
would have resented, as a mischievous impu- 
tation, the suggestion that his chief energies 
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were devoted to the Review. In some sense 
might be an advantage. An article upon 
tics or philosophy is, of course, better done 
professed statesman and thinker than by a lit( 
hack; bnt, on the other hand, a man who 1 
aside from politics or philosophy to do mere 1 
work, does it worse than the professed ma 
letters H Work, taken up at odd hours to satisfi 
tonal importunity or add a few pounds to ana 
income, is apt to show the characteristic d« 
of all amateur performances. A very large 
of the early mmibcrs is amateurish in thir 
jectionable sense. It is mere hand-to-rr 
information, and is written, so to speak, wit 
left hand. A clever man has turned ovc 
last new book of travels or poetry, or mt 
sudden incursion into foreign literature or 
some passage of history entirely fresh to him 
has given his first impresaons with an and 
which almost disarms one by its extraord 
naivete. The standard of sucli disquisition! 
then so low that writing which would no 
impossible passed muster without an objec 
When, in later years, Macaulay discussed H 
den or Chatham, the book which he osteq^ 
reviewed was a mere pretext for producing 
rich stores of a mind trained by years of prev 
historical study- Jeffrey wrote about Mrs. H^ 
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inson'fi Memoirs and Pepys's Diary as though the 
books had for the first time revealed to him the 
existenceof Puritans or of courtiers under the Re- 
storation. The author of an article upon German 
metaphysics at the present day would think it 
necessary to show that if he had not the por- 
tentous learning which Sir William Hamilton erii- 
bodied tn his Edinburgh articles, he had at least 
read the book under re\Hew, and knew something 
of the language. The author (Thomas Brown — 
a man who should have known better) of a con- 
temptuous review of Kant, in an early number of 
the Edinburgh, makes it even ostentatiously evi- 
dent that he has never read a line of the original, 
and that his whole knowledge is derived from 
what (by his own account) is a very rambling 
and inadequate French essay. The young gen- 
tlemen who wrote in those days had a jaunty 
mode of pronouncing upon all conceivable topics 
vinthout even affecting to have studied the sub- 
ject, which is amusing in its way, and which fully 
explains the flimsy nature of their performance. 

The authors, in fact, regarded these essays, at 
the time, as purely ephemeral. The success of the 
Review suggested repubHcation long afterwards- 
The first collection of articles was, I presume, 
Sydney Smith's in 1839; Jeffrey's aod Macau- 
lay's followed in 1843; and at that time even 
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Macaulay thought it necessaiy to explain that 
the republication was forced upon him by the 
AmericHiis. The plan of passing even the most 
serious books through the pages of a periodical 
has becoine so common that such modesty would 
now imply the emptiest afiectation. The col- 
lections of Jeffrey and Sydney Smith will ^ve a 
sufficient impression of the earlier numbers of the 
Rffview^ The only contributors of equal reputation 
were Homer and Brougham, Homer, so far as 
one can judge, was a tj-pical representative of 
those solid, indomitable Scotchmen whom one 
Icnows not whether to respect for their energy 
or to dread as the most intolerable of bores. He 
[ilodded through legal, metaphysical, scientific. 
Find literary studies like an elephant forcing his 
w/*y through a jungle ; and laboured as resolutely 
Hn<i Hystcmatically to acquire graces of style as to 
mi^Hter the intricacies of the "dismal science."' 
At an Ccirly age, and with no advantages of posi* 
iion, he had gained extraordinary authority in 
Parliament. Sydney Smith said of him that he 
hjul the Ten Commandments written on his face, 
and lonkctl ao virtuous that he nriight commit 
liriy crime with impunity. His death probably 
deprived us of a most eseraplary statesman and 
first-rate Chancellor of the Exchequer, but it can 
hurdly have been a great loss to literature. Pas- 




The First Edinburgh Reviewers loi 

sages from Homer's journals, given in his .\Te- 
moirs, are quaint illustrations of the frame of mind 
generallyJnculcated in manuals for the use of vir- 
tuous young men. At the age of twenty -eight, he 
resolves one day to meditate upon various topics, 
distributed under nine heads, including the so- 
ciety to be frequented in the metropohs ; the 
characters to be studied; the scale of intimacies; 
the style of conversation; the use of other men's 
minds in self -education; the regulation of am- 
bition, of political sentiments, connections, and 
conduct; the importance of "steadily systematis- 
ing all plans and aims of life, and so providing 
against contingencies as to put happiness at least 
out of the reach of accident, " and the cultivation 
of moral feelings by "dignified sentiments and 
pleasing associations" derived from poets, mor- 
alists, or actual life. Sydney Smith, in a very 
lively portrait, says that Homer was the best, 
kindest, simplest, and most incorruptible of 
mankind ; but intimates sufficiently that his im- 
penetrability to the facetious was something al- 
most xmexampled, A jest upon an important 
subject was, it secms» the only fiffliction wHcli 
his strength of principle would not enable him to 
hear with patience. His contributions gave some 
solid economical speculation to the Review, but 
were neither numerous nor lively. Brougham's 
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"""'■"e rilality wasted Itself in a different way» 
ffis nnihii'&notis energy, trvm early boyhood to 
the bocdefs of old age. would be almost incredible, 
tf »^ 1^ not the good fortune to be contempor- 
aries <rf Mr. Gladstone- His share in the opening 
nnmben of the Rmew b another of the points 
npoo wfajcli there is an odd conflict of testimony-' 
Bat firora a very early period he was the most 
fohp ain ous and, at times, the most valuable of 
qt ri botois- It has been said that he once wrote 
a whole number, including articles upon litho- 
loaiy and Chinese music. It is more authentic 
Iteit he contributed six articles to one ninnber 
at the \*eTy crisis of his political career, and at the 
fffft poiod he boasts of having written a fifth 
of the whole R0vifw to that time. He would sit 
ilCHm in a looming and write off t^^enty pages 
at a singl* ^ort. Jeffrey compares his own 
adJtorial authority' to that of a feudal monarch 
f/ftr some independent barons, When Jeffrey 

■ 11 vooM mppr«r. from one of JeiTrey's staLements, ilmt 
(kuC^*^ 0rili£Uy hung back tilt &ft?r the third number ol 
tilt JCnwv« vid it» *'BS«ured tucccss" (Homer's Mfmotrj^ i,, 
A (tft. •ft** Mnovry N»pier"s CotT€SpotJdtfu:e, p. 423); from 
am^thvr. thftt Ftroughom. tJioit^h anxious tc contribute, was 
^.jjdBdA) bv Sy^lnry Smith, from prudcnlia] motives. On 
|W 0tlwf Kniul. Fn^u^bun ia his Aulobiography claims (by 
9^m^ tryvn. ^nicivs m Ihe fir^t numb&rH fi\-« in the second, 
gjjIrT te th» IhJnL «nc1 6v? in the fouith; in five of wliich he 
kjhj ft Cv4I»bor»tc:ff. His hcsitatinn. he !ia>-s, ended before the 
M|i|ic«r«TirT ol Xht first number, nnd was due to doubta W to 
l^fffVT'* pow^oa of suffidciit editonal power. 
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gave up the Review, this ^' baron" aspired to some- 
thing more like domination than independence. 
He made the unfortunate editor's life a burden 
to him. He wrote voluminous letters, objui^at- 
ing, entreating, boasting of past services, denounc- 
ing rival contributors, declaring that a regard for 
the views of any other man was base subservience 
to a renegade Ministry, or foolish attention to the 
hints of understrappers; threatening, if he was 
neglected, to set up a rival Review, and generally 
hectoring, bullying, and dcclaimii^ in a manner 
which gives one the highest opinions of the diplo- 
matic skill of the editor^ who managed, without 
truckling, to avoid a breach with his tremendous 
contributor. Brougham, indeed, was not quite 
blind to the fact that the Revieiv was as useful 
to him as he could be to the Review, and was 
therefore more amenable than might have been 
expected, in the last resort. But he was in every 
relation one of those men who are nearly as much 
hated and dreaded by their colleagues as by the 
adversary — a kind of irrepressible rocket, only 
too easy to discharge, but whose course defied 
prediction. 

It is, however, admitted by everyone that the 
literary result*; of this portentous activity were 
essentially ephemeral. His writings arc hope- 
lessly commonplace in substance and slipshod 
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m style His garden offers a busheJ of potatoes 
instead erf a single peach. Much uf BroTjgham's 
wak was up to the level necessary to give effect 
to th.e manifesto of an active politician. It was 
a forcible exposition of the ar^ments common 
at the time ; but it has nowhere that stamp of 
originality in thought or brilliance in expression 
irfaich could confer upon it a permanent vitality, 
Jeffrey and Sydney Smith deserve more re- 
spectful treatment, Macaulay speaks of his first 
editor with respectful enthusiasni. He says o£ 
the collected contributions that the "variety 
and fertility of Jeffrey's mind" seem more ex- 
iraordinary than ever. Scarcely could any three 
men have produced such *' diversified excellence," 



When 1 compare him with Sydney and myself, I 
f^j with humility perfectly sincere, that his range ts 
immtasurably wider than ours. And this is only as 
a writer. But he is not only a writerj he has been a 
grrst ntlvocate, and he is a ^re^t judge. Take him 
aII m all, I Ihink him more nearly an universal genius 
thun any man of our t»me; certainly far more nearly 
than BnDugham. much as Brougham affects the 
character. 

MAOautay hated Brougham, and was, perhaps, 
a Uttlc unjust to him. But what are we to say 
of the writings upon which this panegyric is 
pmnuunced? 
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Jeffrey's collected articles include about eighty 
out of two hundred reviews, nearly all contributed 
to the Edinburgh within its first period of twenty- 
five years. They fill four volumes, and are dis- 
tributed under the seven heads—general literature, 
history, poetry, metaphysics, fiction, politics, 
and miscellaneous. Certainly there is versatility 
enough implied in such a list, and we may be sure 
that he has ample opportunity for displaying 
whatever may be in him. It is, however, easy 
to dismiss some of these divisions, Jeffrey knew 
history as an English gentleman of average cul- 
tivation knew it; that is to say, not enough to 
justify him in writing about it, i le knew as much 
of metaphysics as a clever lad was likely to pick 
up at Edinburgh during the reign of Dugald 
Stewart; his essays in that kind, though they 
show some aptitude and abundant confidence, 
do not now deser\'e serious attention. His chief 
speculative performance was an essay upon Beauty 
contributed to the Encyclopedia Britannica, of 
which his biographer says quaintly that it is 
"as sound as the subject admits of/* It is crude 
and meagre in substance. The principal conclu- 
sion is the rather unsatisfactory one, for a pro- 
fessional critic, that there arc no particular rules 
about beauty, and consequently that one taste 
is about as good as another. Nobody, however, 
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3t> app]y this over-liberal 

of literary taste. There, he 

there is most decidedly a right 

everybody is very plainly in the 

from himself, 
fame — or, should we say, noto- 
esmed. and his merit should be tested 
^ ikt ancess in his depaitment. The greatest 
that a Kt«ary critic can mn is the early 
of genius not yet appreciated by his 
The next test of his merit is 
<a|nctty for pronouncing sound judgment 
cotitnn*ersies which are fully before the 
P^ti:: ukd, finally, no inconsiderable merit must 
\l0 aloWQd to any critic who has a vigorous taste 
^ ^ own— not hopelessly eccentric or silly — 
and wpnsscs it with true literary force. If not 
01 judpt he may in that case be a useful advocate, 
\Vh*l can wc say for Jeffrey upon this xinder- 
gUl^dingf Did he ever encourage a rising gen- 
^i The sole approach to such a success is an 
Ijipnci&tiv'e notice of Keats, which would be the 
mem sAtisfactDry if poor Keats had not been 
mvJoU9]y assailed by the Opposition journal. 
flw other judgments are for the most part pro- 
th>unc^ upon men already celebrated; and the 
sin^lfi phrjLsc which has sur^'ived is the celebrated 
"This mil oever do/' directed agminst Words- 
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worth's Excursion. Every critic has a sacred 
and inalienable right to blunder at times: but 
Jeffrey's blundering is amazingly systematic and 
comprehensive. In the last of his poetical cri- 
tiques (October, 1829), he sums up his critical 
experience. He doubts whether Mrs, Hemans. 
whom he is reviewing at the time, will be im- 
mortal. 

The tuneful quartos of Southey [he says] arc already 
iittJe better than lumber; and the rich melodies of 
Keats and Shelley, and the fantastical emphasis of 
Wordsworth, and the plebeian pathos of Crabbe, are 
melting fast from the field of vision. The novels of 
Scott have put out his poetr>-. Even the splendid 
strains of Moore arc fading into distance and dimnesSj 
except where they have been married to immortal 
music ; and the blazing star of Byron himself is reced- 
ing from its place of pride. 

Who survive this general decay? Not Coleridge, 
who is not even mentioned; nor is Mrs, Hemans 
secure. The two who show least marks of decay 
are— of all people in the world— Rogers and 
Campbell! It is only to be added that this sum- 
mary was republished in 1843, by which time the 
true proportiohs of tlie great reputations of the 
period were becoming more obvious to an ordinary 
observer It seems almost incredible now that 
any sane critic should pick out the poems of 
Rogers and Campbell as the sole enduring relics 
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from the age of Wordsworth, Shelley, Keats, Cole- 
ridge, and Byron. 

Doubtless a critic should rather draw the moral 
of his own fallibility than of his superiority to 
Jeffrey. Criticism is a still more perishable com- 
modity than poetry. Jeffrey was a man of un- 
usual intelligence and quickness of feeling; and 
a follower id his steps should think twice before 
he ventures to cast the first stone. If all critics 
who have grossly blundered are therefore to be 
pronounced utterly incompetent^ we should, I 
fear, bave to condemn nearly every one who has 
taken up the profession. Not only Dennis and 
Rymer, but Dryden, Pope, Addison, Johnsonj 
Gray, Wordswc^h, Byron, and even Coleridge, 
down to the last new critic in the latest and most 
fashionable journals, would have to be censured. 
Still there are blunders and blunders; and some 
of Jeffrey's sins in that kind are such as it is not 
very easy to for^ve. If he attacked great men, 
it has been said in his defence, he attacked those 
parts of their writings which were really objec- 
tionable. And, of course, nobody wiU deny that 
(for example) Wordsworth's wilfiil and ostenta- 
tious inversion of accepted rules presented a very 
tempting mark to the critic. But— to say nothing 
of Jeffrey's failure to dischaige adequately the 
correlative duty of generous praise^ — it must be 
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admitted that his ridicule seems to strike pretty 
much at random. He picks out Southey, cer- 
tainly the least eminent of the so-called school of 
Wordsworth, Coleridge, and Lamb, as the one 
writer of the set whose poetry deserves serious 
consideration; and, besides attacking Words- 
worth's faults, his occasional flatness and child- 
ishnesst selects some of his finest poems (fl, g., the 
Ode on tiie Inlimatiuns 0} hnynortcdiiy) as flagrant 
Epeciinens of the hopelessly absurd. 

The White Doe of Rylstone may not be Words- 
worth's best work, but a man who begins a review 
of it by proclaiming it to be " the very worst poem 
ever imprinted in a quarto volume," who follows 
up this remark by unmixed and m.discriminating 
abuse, and who publishes the review twenty- 
eight years later as expressing his matare con- 
victions, is certainly proclaiming his own gross 
incompetence. Or, again, Jeffrey writes about 
Wtihclm Meister (in 1824), knowing its high repu- 
tation in Germany, and finds in it nothing but a 
text for a dissertation upon the amazing eccen- 
tricity of national taste which can admire "sheer 
nonsense, " and at length proclaims himself tired 
of extracting "so much trash." There is a kind 
of indecency, a wanton disregard of the general 
consensus of opinion, in such treatment of a 
contemporary classic (then just translated by 
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Carlyle, and so brought within Jeffrey's sphere) 
which one would hope to be now impossible. It is 
true that Jeffrey relents a little at the end, admits 
that Goethe has *' great ulent/' and would like to 
withdraw some of his censure. Whilst, therefore, 
he regards the novel as an instance of that diver- 
sity of national taste which makes a writer idolised 
in one country who would not be tolerated in 
another, he would hold it out rather as an object 
of wonder than contempt. Though the greater 
part "would not be endured, and, indeed, could 
not have been written in England," there are 
many passages of which any country might 
naturally be proud. Truly this is an illustration 
of Jeffrey's fundamental principle, that taste has 
no laws, and is a matter of accidental caprice. 

It may be said that better critics have erred 
with equal recklessness. De Quincey. who could 
be an admirable critic where his indolent preju- 
dices were not concerned, is even more dead to 
the merits of Goethe. Byron's critical remarks 
are generally worth reading in spite of his wilful 
eccentricity; and he spoke of Wordsworth and 
Southey still more brutally than Jeffrey, and ad- 
mired Rogers as unreasonably. In such cases 
we may admit the principle already suggested, 
that even the most reckless criticism has a kind 
of value when it implies a genuine (even though a 
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mistaken) taste. So long as a man says ancerely 
what he thinks, he tells us something worth 
knowing. 

Unluckily^ this is just where Jeffrey is apt to 
fail ; though he affects to be a dictator, he is really 
a follower of the fashion. He could put up with 
Roger's flattest "correctness/* Moore's most 
intolerable tinsel, and even Southey's most pon- 
derous epic poetry, because admiration was re- 
spectable. He could endorse, though rather 
coldly, the general verdict in Scott's favour, only 
guarding his dignity by some not too judicious 
criticism ; preferring, for esample, the sham 
romantic business of the Lay to the incomparable 
vigour of the rough moss-troopers, 



Who sought the beeves that made their broth 
In Scotland and in England both — 

terribly undignified lines, as Jeffrey thinks. So 
far, though his judicial swagger strikes us now as 
rather absurd, and we feel that he is passing sen- 
tence on bigger men than himself, he does fairly 
enough. But, unluckily, Wi^iEdinburgh wanted a 
butt. All lively critical journals, it would seem^ 
resemble the old-fashioned sqiiires who kept a 
badger ready to be baited whenever a little 
amusement was desirable. The rising school of 
Lake poets, with their austere professions and 
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real weaknesses, was just the game to show a 
little sport; and, accordinglyn poor Jeffrey blun- 
dered into grie\'0us misapprehensions, and has 
survived chiefly by his worst errors. The simple 
fact is that he accepted whatever seemed to a 
hasty obser\'er to be the safest opinion, that which 
was current in the most orthodox critical circles, 
and expressed it with rather more point than his 
neighbours. But his criticism implies no serious 
thought or any deeper sentiment than pleasure 
at having found a good laughing-stock. The 
most unmistakable bit of genuine expression of 
his own feelings in Jeffrey's writings is, J think, 
to be found in his letters to Dickens, 

OhI my dear, dear Dickens! [he eKclaims], what a 
No. 5 (of Dombey antl Son) you have now given us, 
I have so cried and sobbed over it last night and 
^ain this momingj and felt ray heart purified by 
those tears, and blessed and loved you for making 
irie shed them; and I never can bless and love you 
enough. Since that divine Nelly was found dead on 
her humble couch, beneath the snow and ivy. there 
has been nothing like the actual dying of that sweet 
Paul in the summer sunshine of that lofty room. 

The emotion is a little senile, and most of us think 
it exaggerated: but at least it is genuine. The 
earlier thunders of the Edinburgh Review have 
lost their terrors, because they are in fact mere 
echoes of commonplace opinion^ They are often 



( 



The First Edinburgh Reviewers 113 



clever enough, and have all the air of judicial 
authority, but wc feel that they arc empty shams, 
concealing no solid core of strong personal feeling, 
even of the perverse variety. The critic has been 
asking himself not " What do I feel?" but "What 
is the correct remark to make ? ' ' 

Jeffrey's political WTitings surest, I think, 
in some respects a higher estimate of his merits. 
He has not, it is true, very strong convictions, 
but his sentiments are liberal in the better sense 
of the word, and he has a more philosophical tone 
than is usual with English publicists. He ap- 
preciates the truths, now become commooplace, 
that the political constitution of the country 
should be developed so as to give free play for 
the underlying social forces without breaking 
abruptly with the old traditions. He combats with 
dignity the nairow prejudices which led to a 
policy of rigid repression, and which, in his opin- 
ion, could only lead to revolution. But the effect 
of his principles is not a little marred by a certain 
timidity both of character and intellect. Hope- 
fulness should be the mark of an ardent reformer, 
and Jeffrey seems to be always decided by his 
fears. His favourite topic is the advantage of 
a strong middle party, for he is terribly afraid of 
a collision between the two extremes ; he can only 
look forwani to despotism if the Tories triumph, 

TCJL. ill. — 0, 
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wad & j wce p mg revolution if they are beat€n, 
llco&vlBfe; for many years be thinly it most 
p w j bgbic tint both parties will be swallowed up 
bf tb/t cooiiDDii eneoi>'. Never was there such 
croaker. In iSoS he suspects that 
win be in Dublin in about fifteen 
akonths. when he. if he survives, will try to go to 
AoMfka, In 1811 he expects Bonaparte to be 
in Iiriand in eighteen months, and asks how 
Bn^iCkd can then be kept, and whether it would 
te worth keeping? France is certain to con- 
quer the continent, and our interference will only 
"exasperate and accelerate/' Bonaparte's in- 
vasion of Russia in iftij made him still more 
gk>omy- He rejoiced at the French defeat as 
tmt? delivered from a great terror, but the return 
ol the Emperor dejects him again. All he can 
say of the war (just before Waterloo) is that he 
is " mortally afraid of it, " and that he hates Bona- 
paite " because he makes me more afraid than 
iayt^y else." In 1S19 he anticipates '^tragical 
■cenes" and a san^inary revolution; in jS^i he 
thinksi as ill as ever "of the state and prospects 
of the country. " tliough with less alann of speedy 
mischief; and in 1822 he looks forward to revo- 
Ititiiinary wars all over the Contiiientn from 
which we may possibly escape by reason of our 
"miserable poverty;" whilst it is probable that 
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our old tyrannies and corruptions will last for 
some four or five thousand years longer, 

A stalwart politician, Whig or Tory, is rarely 
developed out of a Mr. Much-Afraid or a Mr. 
Despondency; they ore too closely related to Mr. 
Facing-both-Ways. Jeffrey thinks it generally a 
duty to conceal his fears and aSect a confidence 
which he does not feel; but perhaps the best 
piece of writir^ in his essays is that in which he 
for once gives full expression to his pessimist 
sentiment. It occurs in a review of a book in 
which Madame de Sta^l maintains the doctrine 
of human perfectibility. Jeffrey explains his more 
despondent view in a really eloquent passage. He 
thinks that the increase of educated intell^ence 
will not diminish the permanent causes of himian 
misery. War will be as common as ever, wealth 
will be used with at least equal selfishness, lux- 
ury and dissipation will increase^ " enthusiasm 
will diminish, intellectual originality will become 
rarer, the division of labour will make men's lives 
pettier and more mechanical, and pauperism grow 
with the development of manufactures. When 
republishing his essays, Jeffrey expresses his con< 
tinued adherence to these views, and they are 
more interesting than most of his work, because 
they have at least the merits of originality and 
sincerity- Still, one cannot help observing that, 
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if the Edinburgh R^'iew was an efficient organ 
of progress, it was not from any ardent faith in 
progress entertained by its chief conductor. 

It is a relief to turn from Jeffrey to Sydney 
Smith, The highest epithet applicable to Jeffrey 
is "clever/' to which we may prefix some mod- 
est intensitivc. He is a brilliant, versatile, and 
at bottom liberal and kindly man of the world ; 
but he never gets fairly beyond the lx)nler-ljne 
which irrevocably separates hvely talent from 
original power. There are do::ens of writers 
who could turn out work on the same pattern 
and about equally good. Smith, on the other 
hand, stamps all his work with his peculiar char- 
acteristics. It is original and unmistakable ; and 
in a certain department— not, of course, a very 
high one — he has almost unique merits. I do 
not think that the Plymley Lstters can be sur- 
passed by anything in the language as specimens 
of the terse, effective treatment of a great sub- 
ject in language suitable for popular readers. 
Of course they have no pretense to the keen 
polish of Junius, or the weight of thought of 
Burke, or the rhetorical splendours of Milton; 
but their humour, freshness, and spirit are in- 
imitable. The Drapier Letters, to which they have 
ofU.'n been compared, were more effective at the 
moment; but no fair critic can deny, I think^ 
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that Sydney Smith's performance is now more 
interesting than Swift's, 

The comparison between the Dean and the 
Canon is an ob%nous one, and has often been 
made. There is a hkeness in the external history 
of the two clergymen, who both sought for pre- 
ferment through pohtics, and were both, even 
by friends, felt to have sinned against profes- 
sional pnDprieties Eind were put ofT with scanty re- 
wards in consequence. Both, too, were masters 
of a vigorous style, and original humourists. 
But the likeness does not go very deep. Swift 
had the moSfe powerful intellect and the strongfet 
passion as undeniably as Smith had the sweetest 
nature. The admirable good-humour with which 
Smith accepted his position and devoted him- 
self to honest work in an obscure country parish, 
is the strongest contrast with Swift's misan- 
thropical seclusion; and notliing can be less like 
than Smith's admirable domestic history and the 
mysterious love affairs with Stella and Vanessa, 
Smith's character reminds us more closely of 
Fuller, whose peculiar huTnour is much of the 
same stamp; and who. falling upon hard times, 
and therefore tinged by a more melancholy sen- 
timent, yet showed the same unconquerable 
cheerfulness and intellectual vivacity. 

Most of Sydney Smith's Edinburgh articles are 
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It i '^T'l iuu!m ^^cLizrc iznt^ the reader is re- 
BL TffraHii'iBL "'"■ cf characteiistic 
!!^ - rri i ri t n s c£ the most dmple- 
TTTTTia-i "cinf. *ttE btrt 3nz taere crops up a 
■jtiiiTifir. -¥nicrL 3 rrrMA-Tiiy oomkL Here, for 
-gegnrift , is s. -TTirrn; T^fia^ &cxn a review of 

3iw^ ^sncz^m^ .s?? '3l^ fm^ and fancies of 
-r^^-'f^ Ti 'vnafi: zmr^^ee^ vc sty, ^ a binl placed in 
:^ "vcnn^ it ^x-'SimL v^u & ^d & y^rd kmg, maldi^ 
^ 7CW i^ X jxiac ^ - ^a:^ icnf ^ji^ eggs in hollow 
•stse^ Z2 X sc^- 3e i^txi^^i^ =^^t retort. To what 
■ytir-xx ^d- rotcieaiat 31 Sro: &reet created? To 
'^nac T^irrvTSi -^wtt jg ' -mi =as=:r«re of Parliament 
jTWiasL ^::«swra5 :if H^icae cc CoKrjxms with their 
^^rierfiic; .snt iSIV ss^i ^ix^it:^ ibt bnsmess of the 
c-Tu;C7t ^ r^rtw ^ a." soi ^' sGci qnestions. So we 
w^ -KZ taox attt ^^ 2»ttriysks of the toacan. 

Smt^> >TffnTr s nr« -ir^ nsod to give point 
V ^^ ^-^TCtss 1^" cc a thoroughly healthy 
3itEiK. o.^egggri ^ 'nycs oe sH nonsense, iiill of 
siir^r^c ,^TflrxT=>5«cse. iTJd righteously ind^naot 
^ ^hr ^,*nKoa^f ."C jC cj^asiire and outworn abuse, 
5: «T.t:a\^ >< ."^^t:^ to find anywhere a more 
>rDiK-:: j£S$&^^ nrvm the prejudices which de- 
ii:^x *s5JL>^ei»* ^\'^nc€s than the inimitable 
S.xtS^^s vVaJK-^ into which Smith has com- 
Vf:ws*\i 1^ T«^ ^ Bentham's Book of Fallacies. 
yVtr fe A c«rwm resemblance between the logic 
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of Smith and Macaulay, both of whom, it must 
be admitted, arc rather given to proving com- 
monplaces and inclined to remain on the siirface 
of things- Smith, Like Macaulay, fully under- 
stands the advantage of putting the concrete 
for the abstract, and hammering obvious truths 
into men's heads by dint of homely explanations. 
Smith's memory docs not supply so vast a store 
of parallels as that upon which Macaulay coyld 
draw so freely; but his humorous illustrations 
are more amusing and effective. There could 
not be a happier way of putting the argument 
for what may be called the lottery systern of 
endowments than the picture of the respectable 
banker driving past Northumberland House to 
St. Paul's Churchyard, and speculating on the 
chance of elevating his "little muffin-faced son" 
to a place among the Percies or the highest seat 
in the Cathedral. Macaulay would have en- 
forced his reasoning by a catalogue of successful 
ecclesiastics. The folly of alienating Catholic 
sympathies, during our great struggle, by main- 
taining the old disabilities, is brought out with 
equal skill by the apologue in the Plymlcy Letters 
of the orthodox captain of a frigate in a dangerous 
action^ seciuing twenty or thirty of his crew, who 
happened to be Papists, under a Protestant guard; 
reminding his sailors, in a bitter harangue, that 
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^vev o^^ <*^ dMerent religions; exhorting the 
F. TttscQp^^ gunner to distrust the Presbyterian 
^E* j-terrnaster \ rushing through blood and brains 
^K^ eacaoii^^ his men in the Thirty-nine Articles, 
^H «r\<\ forbidding any one to sponge or ram who 
^B ViaS not taken the sacrament according tn the 
rit^^s of the Church of Ei^land. It is quite another 
I j^vicStion whether Smith really penetrates to the 

I' >>ottoin of the dispute; but the only fault to be 
^H /V3xii^*^ with his statement of the case» as he saw it, 
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that il makes it rather too clear. The argu- 
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>nts are never all on one side in any political 
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i^iestioo, and the writer who sees absolutely no 



^a j^tnilty, suggests to a wary reader that he is 
-rf^oring something relevant. Still, this is hardly 
j^ objection to a popular a^^vocate, and it is fair 
*^-^ add that Smith's logic is not more admirable 
^j-jOn the hearty generosity of his sympathy with 
*j-,o oppressed Catholic. The appeal to coward- 
is lost in the appeal to true philanthropic 
^(^ntimcnt. 

\Vitli all his merits, there is a less favourable 
^\i\c to Smith's advocacy. When he was con- 
detn'i*^ as being too worldly and facetious for a 
priest, it was easy to retort that humour is not 
of nc^cessily irreligious. It might be :added that 
in his ^Titings it is strictly subservient to solid 
jijijunicnt. In a London party he might throw 
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the reins upon the neck of his fancy and go on 
playing with a ludicrous image till his audience 
felt the agony of laughter to be really painful. 
In his writings he aims almost as stra^ht at his 
mark as Swift, and is never diverted by the spirit 
of pure fun. The humour always illuminates 
well-strung logic. But the scandal was not quite 
grrmndless- When he directs his powers against 
sheer obstruction and antiquated prejudice — 
against abuses in prisons, or the game-laws, or 
education— we can have no fault to find; nor is 
it fair to condemn a reviewer because in all these 
questions he is a follower rather than a leader* 
It is enough if he knows a good cause when he sees 
it, and does his best to back up reformers in the 
press, though hardly a working reformer, and 
certainly not an originator of reform. But it is 
less easy to excuse his want of sympathy for the 
reformers themselves. 

If there is one thing which Sydney Smith 
dreads and dislikes, it is enthusiasm. Nobody 
would deny, at the present day, that the zeal which 
supplied the true leverage for some of the great- 
est social reforms of the time was to be found 
chiefly amongst the so-called Evangelicals and 
Methodists, For them Smith had nothing but 
the heartiest aversion. He is always having a 
quiet jest at the religious sentiments of Perceval 
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or Wilberforce, and his most prominent articles 
in the Review were a series of inexcusably bitter 
attacks upon the Methodists, He is thoroughly 
alarmed and disgusted by their progresSn He 
thinks them likely to succeed, and says that, if 
they succeedj " happiness will be destroyed, reason 
degraded, and sound religion banished from the 
world/' and that a reign of fanaticism will be 
succeeded by "a long period of the grossest im- 
morality, atheism, and debauchery/' He is not 
sure that any remedy or considerable palliative 
is possible^ but he suggests, as hopeful, the em- 
ployment of ridicule, and applies it himself most 
unsparingly. When the Methodists tried to con- 
vert the Hindoos, he attacks thexn furiously for 
endangering the empire. They naturally reply 
that a Christian is bound to propagate his be- 
lief. The answer, says Smith, in short: "It 
is not Christianity which is introduced (into 
India), but the debased nonsense and mummery 
of the Methodists, which has little more to do 
with the Christian religion than it has to do with 
the religion of China/' The missionaries^ he says» 
are so foolish, *'that the natives almost instinct- 
ively duck and pelt them,** as, one cannot help 
remembering, the missionaries of an earlier Christ- 
ian era had been ducked and pelted. He pro- 
nounces the enterprise to be hopeless ajid cruel. 
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and clenches his ar^ment by a statement which 
sounds strangely enough in the mouth of a sin- 
cere Christian :— 

Let us ask [he says], if the Bihle is universally 
diffused in ilindostan, what must be the astonish- 
ment of the natives to find that wc are forbidden to 
rob, murder, and steal — we who, in fifty years, have 
extended our empire from a few acres about Madras 
over the whole peninsula and sixty millions of people, 
and exemplified in our public conduct every crime of 
which human nature is capable? What matchless 
impudence, to follow up such practice with such pre- 
cepts! If we have common prudence, let us keep the 
Gospel at home, and tell them that Machiavel is our 
prophet and the god of the Manichaans our god. 

We are to make our practice consistent by giving 
up our virtues instead of our vices. Of course, 
Smith ends his article by a phrase about "the 
slow, solid and temperate introduction of Christ- 
ianity:" but the Methodists might well feel that 
the "matchless impudence" was not all on their 
side, and that this Christian priest, had he hved 
some centuries earlier, would have sympathised 
a good deal more with Oallio than with St. Paul. 

It is a question which I need not here discuss 
how far Smith could be justified in his ridicule of 
men who, with all their undeniable absurdity, 
were at least zealous behevers in the creed which 
lie — as is quite manifest — held in al] sincerity. 
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But one remark is obvious; the Edinburgh Re- 
viewers justify, to a certain point, the claim put 
forward by Sydney Smith ; they condemned many 
crying abuses, and condemned them heartily. 
They condemned them as thoroughly sensible men 
the world, animated partly by a really generous 
iliment, partly by a tacit scepticism as to the 
value of the protected interests, and above all by 
the strong conviction that it was quite essential 
for the middle party— that is, for the bulk of 
the respectable well-bred classes — to throw over- 
board gross abuses which afforded so many points 
of attack to thoroughgoing radicals. On the 
other hand, they were quite indifferent or openly 
hoatile to most of the new forces which stirred 
men's minds. They patronised political econ- 
omy because Malthas began by opposing the 
revolutionary dreams of Godwin and his like. But 
every one of the great impulses of the time was 
trcnte<l by them in an antagonistic spirit. They 
savagely ridiculed Coleridge, the great seminal 
mind of one philosophical school; they fiercely 
attftcked Bentham and James Mill, the great 
kttdcre of the antagonist school; they were 
er[uaUy opposed to the Evangelicals who revered 
Wilberforcc, and, in later times, txj the religious 
purty, of which Dr. Newman was the great or- 
cjimcnt; in poetry, they clung, as long as they 
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could, to the safe old principles represented by 
Crabbe and Rogers; they covered Wordsworth 
and Coleridge with almost unmixed ridiciile, ig- 
nored Shelley, and were only tender to Byron and 
Scott because Scott and Byron were fashionable 
idols. The truth is, that it is a mistake to sup- 
pose that the eighteenth century ended with the 
year iSoo, It lasted in the upper currents of 
opinion till at least 1832. Sydney Smith's theo- 
logy is that of Paley and the common-sense di- 
vines of the previous period. Jeffrey's politics were 
but slightly in advance of the true old Whigs, who 
still worshipped according to the tradition of their 
fathers in Holland House, The ideal of the party 
was to bring the practice of the country up to the 
theory whose main outlines had been accepted 
in the Revolution of 1688; and they studiously 
shut their eyes to any newer intellectual and 
social movemoits. 

I do not say this by way of simple condemnation ; 
for we have daily more reason to acknowledge 
the immense value of calm, clear common-sense, 
which sees the absurd side of even the best im- 
pulses. But it is necessary to bear the fact in 
mind when estimating such claims as those put 
forward by Sydney Smith. The truth seems to 
be that the Edinburgh Revipw enormously raised 
the tone of periodical literature at the time, by 
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nenr :i ^i«r present system, whose merits and 
ii«»:^ TTJUiC i<sen"e a fuH discussion — the sys- 
3-Tjj jL^-^'^nf ^^ which much of the most solid 
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^Sii\U".tt ttivt^"^T ^^^ superficiality, and, in a 
^^.'iH*'^' s^istf. without that solidity of workman- 
*^^t.* ^ ^.x^h is cssentiid for enduring vitality. 
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Under every poetry, it has been said, there Hes 
a philosophy. Rather, it may aknost be said, 
every poetry is a philosophy. The poet and the 
philosopher live in the same world and are inter- 
ested in the same truths. What is the nature 
of man and the world in which he lives, and what, 
in consequence, should be our conduct? These 
are the great problems, the answers to which may 
take a religious, a poetical, a philosophical^ or an 
artistic form. The difference is that the poet has 
intuitions, while the philosopher gives demon- 
stration; that the thought which in one mind is 
converted into emotion, is in the other resolved 
into logic; and that a symbolic representation of 
the idea is substituted for a direct expression. 
The normal relation is exhibited in the case of 
the anatomist and the sculptor. The artist in- 
tuitively recognises the most perfect form; the 
man of science analyses the structural relations by 
which it is produced. Though the two provinces 
are concentric, they are not coincident. The 
reasoner is interested in many details which have 
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no imnKdiate significance for the man of feeling; 
ftod the poetic insight, on the other hand, is cap- 
able of recognising subtle harmonies and discords 
of which our crude instruments of wdghing and 
measuring are incapable of revealing the secret. 
But the connection is so close that the greatest 
works of either kind seem to have a double nature. 
A philosophy may, like Spinoza's, be apparelled in 
the most technical and abstruse panoply of logic, 
jind yet the total impression may stimulate a re- 
ligious sentiment as effectively as any poetic or 
thcosuphic mysticism. Or a great imaginative 
work, like Shakespeare's, may present us with the 
most vivid concrete symbols, and yet suggest, as 
forcibly as the formal demonstrations of a meta- 
physicifin. the idealist conviction that the visible 
and tiingible world is a dream-woven tissue cover- 
ing infinite and inscrutable mysteries. In each 
Cfue the highest intellectual faculty manifests itself 
in the vigour with which certain profound concep- 
tions of the world and life have been grasped and 
HMjiiniilated, In each case that man is greatest who 
MOiire habitually to the highest r^ions and gazes 
mo»t steadily upon the widest horizons of time 
ond «pace. The logical consistency which frames 
all diiRmasinto a consistent whole, is but another 
(Mipoct of the imaginative power which harmonises 
tho vtrongcst and subtlest emotions excited. 
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The task, indeed, of deducing the philosophy 
from the poetry, of inferring what a man thinks 
from what he feels, may at times perplex the 
acutest critic. Nor, if it were satisfactorily ac- 
complished, could wc infer that the best philo- 
sopher is also the best poet. Absolute incapacity 
for poetical expression may be combined with the 
highest philosophic power. AW that can safely 
be said is that a man's thoughts, whether em- 
bodied in symbols or worked out in syllogisms, 
are more valuable in proportion as they indicate 
greater philosophical insight; and therefore that, 
ceteris paribus, that ma,n is the greater poet 
whose imagination is most transfused with reason ; 
who has the deepest truths to proclaim as well as 
the strongest feelings to utter. 

Some theorists implicitly deny this principle 
by holding substantially that the poet's function 
is simply the utterance of a particular mood, and 
that, if he utters it forcibly and delicately, we 
have no more to ask. Even bo, we should not 
admit that the thoughts suggested to a wise man 
by a prospect of death and eternity are of just 
equal value, if equally well expressed, with the 
thoughts suggested to a fool by the contemplation 
of a good dinner. But, in practice, the utterance 
of emotions can hardly be dissociated from the 
assertion of principles. Psychologists have shown, 

VOL III.— ft. 



Wordsworth's Ethics 



^3' 



The apprehension of the passion, as Shakespeare 
logically says, is o. ^owprehension of its cause. 
The imagination reasons. The bare faculty of 
sight involves thought and feeling. The symbol 
which the fancy spontaneously constructs, im- 
plies a whole wofid of truth or error, of super- 
stitious beliefs or sound philosophy. The poetry 
holds a number of intellectual dogmas in solution; 
and it is precisely due to these general dogmas, 
which are true and important for us as well as for 
the poet, that his power over our sympathies is 
due. If his philosophy has no power in it, his 
emotions lose their hold upon our minds, or inter- 
est us only as antiquarians and lovers of the pic- 
turesque. But in the briefest poems of a true 
thinker>wc read the essence of the lifelong re- 
flections of a passionate and intellectual nature. 
Fears and hopes common to all thoughtful men 
have been coined into a single phrase. Even in 
cases where no definite conviction is expressed or 
even implied, and the poem is simply, like music. 
an indefinite utterance of a certain state of the 
emotions, we may discover an intellectual element. 
The rational and the emotional nature have such 
intricate relations that one cannot exist in great 
richness and force without justifying an inference 
as to the other. From a single phrase, as from a 
single gesture, we can often go far to divining the 
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the highest poetry must be that which expresses 
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not only the richest but the healthiest nature. 
Disease means an absence or a want of balance 
of certain faculties, and therefore leads to false 
reasoning or emotional discord. The defect of 
character betrays itself in some erroneous mode 
of thought or baseness of sentiment. And since 
morality means obedience to those rules which are 
most essential to the spiritual health, vicious feel- 
ing indicates some morbid tendency, and is so 
far destructive of the poetical faculty. An im- 
moral sentiment is the sign either of a false judg- 
ment of the world and of human nature, or of a 
defect in the emotional nature which shows itself 
by a discord or an indecorum, and leads to a 
cynicism or indecency which offends the reason 
through the taste. What is called immorality 
does not indeed always imply such defects. Sound 
moral intuitions may be opposed to the narrow 
code prevalent at the time; or a protest against 
puritamcal or ascetic perversions of the standard 
may hurry the poet into attacks upon true prin- 
ciples. And, ^ain^ the keen sensibility which 
makes a man a poet, undoubtedly exposes him 
to certain types of disease. He is more likely than 
his thick-skinned neighbour to be vexed by evil, 
and to be drawn into distorted views of life by an 
excess of sympathy or indignation. Injudicious 
admirers prize the disease instead of the strength 
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consistent with a firm grasp of ultiraatc princi- 
ples. But the vigour with which a man grasps 
and assimilates a deep moral doctrine is a test 
of the degree in which he possesses one essential 
condition of the h^her poetical excellence, A 
continuous illustration of this principle is given 
in the poetry of Wordsworth^ who» indeed, has 
expounded his ethical and philosophical views so 
explicitly, one would rather not say so ostenta- 
tiously, that great part of the work is done to our 
hands. Nowhere is it easier to observe the mode 
in which poetry and philosophy spring from the 
same root and owe their excellence to the same 
intellectual powers. So much has been said by 
the ablest critics of the purely poetical side of 
Wordsworth's genius, that I may willingly re- 
nounce the difficult task of adding or repeating. 
1 gladly take for granted — what is generally ac- 
knowledged — that Wordsworth in his best moods 
reaches a greater he^ht than any other modem 
Englishman. The word " inspiration '* is less 
forced when applied to his loftiest poetry than 
when used of any of his contemporaries. With 
defects too obvious to be mentioned, he can yet 
pierce furthest behind the veil; and embody most 
efficiently the thoughts and emotions which come 
to us in our most solenui and reflective moods. 
Other poetry becomes trifling when we are making 
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tfinnigh the Valley of the 
Wordsworth's alone retains 
Wc kjve him the more as we grow 
deeply impressed with the 
oflife; we are apt to grow 
mils when we have finally quitted 
«f ^iKithful «ichantment. And I 
to be that he is not merely 
writer, or a powerful utterer of deep 
but & tnic philosopher- His poetry 
I bccmse it has solid substance. He 
|iy he t And a moralist as well as a mere singer, 
«tfikal system, in particular, is as distinctive 
C^l^bfe of systematic exposition as that of 
B>' eodeavouring to state it in plain 
t sfaaO see how the poetical power implies 
to ideas which, when extracted 
Ibe symbolical embodiment, fall sponta- 
Btoidv into a scientific s>'stem of thought. There 
mtwo opposite types to which aU moral systems 
MmI They correspond to the two great int^l- 
IcctMl ftnulies to which every man belongs by 
fMit of birth- One class of minds is distinguished 
by its firm grasp of facts, by its reluctance to drop 
gotkl substance for the loveliest shadows, and by 
its pfcfcrence of concrete truths to the most 
Mttmetrical of theories. In ethical questions the 
lQQct«Dcy of such minds is to consider man as a 
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being impelled by strong but unreasonable pas- 
sions toward tangible objects. He is a loving, 
hating, thirsting, hungering — ^anything but a 
reasoning — being. As Swift — a typical exam- 
ple of this intellectual temperament-declared, 
man is not an animal rationale, but at most capax 
rationis. At bottom, he is a machine worked by 
blind instincts- Their tendency cannot be deduced 
by A priori reasoning, though reason may calculate 
the consequences of indulging them. The pas- 
sions are equally good, so far as equally pleas- 
urable. Virtue means that course of conduct 
which secures the maximum of pleasure. Fine 
theories about abstract rights and coirespondence 
to eternal tniths are so many words. They pro- 
vide decent masks for our passions; they do not 
really govern thera, or alter their nature, but tbey 
cover the ugly brutal selfishness of mankind, and 
soften the shock of conflicting interests. Such 
a view has something in it congenial to the Eng- 
lish love of reality and contempt for shams. It 
may be represented by Swift or Mandeville in 
the last century; in poetry it corresponds to the 
theory attributed by some critics to Shakespeare; 
in a tranquil and reasoning mind it leads to the 
utilitarianism of Bentham; in a proud, passionate, 
and imaginative mind it manifests itself in such a 
poem as Don Juan. Its strength is in its grasp of 
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lact: Its vcaknes^ in its tendency to cynicism. 
Oppose ^ izs ts the school which starts from 
abscrvri rrfiscr. It precis to dweO in the ideal 
wcrii- wbsre prmciptes may be contemplated 
ap£n fr^^ ibe acdideots which render them ob- 
xr=r^ ^ T*:^sr trrids It seeks to dedtice the 
rarri; c^>5e rn^ci etfRial truths without seeking 
f:r 2 gntzaiw^^ in the facts of experience. If 
fjtz^s rcc:=se lo oxzf onn to theories, it proposes 
ih^; f^c^ 5bcTi4i be summarily abolished. Iliough 
ibe ^:t:iji! h -. ima:^ bang is, unfortunately, not al- 
ways rciASCc^le, it hoUs that pure reason must 
he ni ihe iocg nan the dominant force, and that 
h Tweals ihe laws to which mankind will ulti- 
nuneS" vvcioim. The revolutionary doctrine of 
lie "r^ts c« man" expressed one fonn of this 
^xvtrine, and showeii in the most striking way 
a scren^rth and weakness, which are the converse 
v« tbc^e exhibited by its antagonist. It was 
itivflig as appealing to the loftier motives of jus- 
tice and sxtniathy; and weak as defying the 
jipfxul to experience. The most striking ex- 
Ampk in English literature is in Godwin's Po- 
;irfcu: ymsH.v. The easting social order is to be 
oaln^N' aMished because founded upon blind 
ptx^iiKiioe: the constituent atoms called men are 
t\'* bo nMmmi?Hi in an ideal order as in a mathe- 
mAtiv\U diagram. Shelley gives the translation 
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of this theory into poetry. The ReifoJt of Islam 
or the Prometiieus Unbound, with all its unearthly 
beauty, wearies the imagination which tries to 
soar into the tbin air of Shelley's dream-world; 
just as the intellect, trying to apply the abstract 
fonnulEc of political metaphysics to any concrete 
problem, feels as though it were under an ex- 
hausted receiver. In both cases wc seem to have 
got entirely out of the region of real human pas- 
sions and senses into a world, beautiful perhaps, 
but certainly impalpable. 

The great aim of moral philosophy is to unite 
the disjoined elements, to end the divorce between 
reason and experience, and to escape from the 
alternative of dealing with empty but symmetri- 
cal formula: or concrete and chaotic facts. No 
hint can be given here as to the direction in which 
a final solution must be sought- Whatever the 
tiue method, Wordsworth's mode of conceiving 
the problem shows how powerfully he grasped the 
questions at issue. If his doctrines are not sym- 
metrically expounded, they all have a direct 
bearii^ upon the real difficulties involved,' They 
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ablesi exponents of twcj opposite systems of thought upon 
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influence ag a monUist. 
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woods, and waters." In childhood we are most 
completely under the dominion of these inherited 
impulses. The correlation between the organ- 
ism and its medium is then most perfect, and 
hence the peculiar theme of childish communion 
with nature. 

Wordsworth would have repudiated the doc- 
trine with disgust. He would have been "on the 
side of the angels. " No memories of the savage 
and the monkey, but the reminiscences of the once- 
glorious soul could explain his emotions. Yet 
there is this much in common between him and 
the men of science whom he denounced with 
too little discrimination. The fact of the value 
of these primitive instincts is admitted, and ad- 
mitted for the same purpose. Man, it is agreed, 
is furnished with sentiments which cannot be ex- 
plained as the result of his individual ex[jerience. 
They may be intelligible, according to the evolu- 
tionist, when regarded as embodying the past 
experience of the race; or, according to Words- 
worth, as implying a certain mysterious faculty 
imprinted upon the soul. The scicntiiic doctrine, 
whether sound or not, has modified the whole 
mode of approaching ethical problems; and 
Wordsworth, though with a very different pur- 
pose, gives a new emphasis to the facts, upon a 
recognition of which, acconding to some theorists. 
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xii" rcser^^^ Z^ isi^i: cc the Ode, and of 
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^^ ^3 t yiffi^ <tf the doctrine comes out as 
w(f ^sKi^r W.-riiwv^rth more thoroughly. Other 
Tvx^s— *^=>-'^ ^ p»ts— have dwelt fondly upon 
rft.vO«wss of ohadbood- But not feeling so 
S5*x^N-^ sad therefore not expressing so forcibly, 
ijse tyv^Har character of the emotion, they have 
^^ ^^\^i the same lessons from their obser^ 
\Tfct>Ti, The Epicurean poets are content with 
H<mcl'^ simple monU— 
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Gather ye rosebuds while ye may — 
and with this simple explanation — 

That age is best which is the first, 
When youth and blood are wanner. 

Others more thoughtful look baclc upon the early 
days with the passionate regret of Byron's veraes: 

There '3 not a joy the world can give like that it takes 

away. 
When the glow of early thought declines in feeling's 

dull decay; 
'TIS not on youth's smooth cheek the blush alone 

which fades so fast, 
But the tender bloom of heart is gone, ere youth itself 

be past. 

Such pamfu! longings for the "tender grace of a 
day that is dead" arc spontaneous and natural. 
Every healthy mind feels the pang in proportion 
to the stren^h of its affections. But it is also true 
that the regret resembles too often the maudlin 
meditation of a fast young man over his morning's 
Boda-water. It implies, that is, a non -recognition 
of the higher uses to which the fading memories 
may still be put. A different tone breathes in 
Shelley's pathetic but rather hectic moralisings, 
and his lamentations over the departure of the 
"spirit of delight," Nowhere has it found more 
excjuisite expression than in the marvellous 
Ode to ike West Wind, These m^icot verses — his 
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best, as it seems to me — describe the reflectioa of 
the poet*s o'^^Ti mind in the strange stir and com- 
motion of a dying winter's day. They represent, 
we may say, the fitful melancholy which oppresses 
a noble spirit when it has recognised the difficulty 
of forcing facts into confonnity with the ideal. 
He still clings to the hope that his " dead thoughts" 
may be driven over the universe. 

Like withered leaves to quicken a new birth. 

But he bows before the inexorable fate which has 
cramped his enei^es: 

A heavy weight of years has chained and bowed 
One too like thee; tameless and swift and proud. 

Neither Byron nor Shelley can see any satis- 
factory solution, and therefore neither can reach 
a perfect harmony of feeling. The world seems 
to them to be out of joint, because tbey have not 
known how to accept the inevitable, nor to con- 
form to the discipline of facts. And, therefore, 
however intense the emotion, and however ex- 
quisite its expression, we are left in a state of 
intellectual and emotional discontent. Such ut- 
terances may suit us in youth, when we can afford 
to play with sorrow. As we grow older we feel 
a certain emptiness in them, A true man ought 
not to sit down and weep with an exhausted 
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debauchee. He cannot afford bo confess himself 
beaten with the idealist who has discovered that 
Rome was not built in a day, nor revolutions 
made with rose-water. He has to work as long 
as he has strength ; to work in spite of » even by 
strength of^ sorrow, disappointment, wounded 
vanity, and blunted sensibilities; and therefore 
he must search for some profoiinder solution for 
the dark riddle of life. 

This solution it is Wordsworth's chief aim to 
supply. In the familiEir verses which stand as 
a motto to his poems — 

The child is father to the man, 
And I could wish my days to be 
Bound each to each by natural piety — 

the great problem of life, that fe, as he conceives 
it, is to secure a continuity between the period at 
which we are guided by half-conscious instincts, 
and that in which a man is able to supply the place 
of these primitive impulses by reasoned convic- 
tions. This is the thought which comes over and 
over again in his deepest poems, and round which 
all his teaching centred. It supplies the great 
moral, for example, of Tite Leech-gaiherer: 

My whole life I have lived in pleasant thought. 
As if life's business were a summer mood; 

As if all needful things would come unsought 
To genial faith still rich in genial good. 

TOL. tn. — lO. 



Hours in a Library 



l^iiw 



hk Udi is tried by harsli experience, the 
comes, 

froni some far region sent 

humaD strength by apt admonishment; 

diows how the "genial faith" may be con- 
varted ioto permanent strength by resolution and 
i^llMllimrf The verses most commonly quoted. 



V^ po*ls in our youth begin in gladness, 

BmI UwhuT come in the end despondency and sadness* 

g^'t the ordinary view of the sickly school. 
W<>i\lsworth's aim is to supply an answer worthy 
aot ooly of a poet, but a man. The same senti- 
It igiun is expressed in the grand Ode to Duty, 

the • 

Stem daughter of the voice of God 

b Invoked to supply that "genial sense of youth" 
which hns hitherto been a suTTicient guidance; 
fir In the majestic morality of The Happy War- 
fior: or in the noble verses of Tiniem Abbey; 
Kit, flnully. in the great ode which gives most com- 
plKHy tin- whole theory of that pnDcess by which 
iViW curly intuitions are to be transformed into 
lettlwl principles of feeling and action. 

Woniflworth's philosophical theory, in short, 
tlrjicntls upon the asserted identity between our 
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childish instincts and our enlightened reason. 
The doctrine of a state of pre-existence as it 
appears in other writers — els. for example, in 
the Cambridge Platonists ^ — -was connected with 
an obsolete metaphysical system, and the doc- 
trine — exploded in its old form — of innate ideas, 
Wordsworth does not attribute any such preter- 
natural character to the "blank misgivings*' and 
" shadow>" recollections'* of which he speaks. They 
are invaluable data of our spiritual experience; 
but they do not entitle us to lay dovm dermatic 
propositions independently of experience. They 
arc spontaneous products of a nature in harmony 
with the universe in which it is placed, and in- 
estimable as a clear indication that such a har- 
mony exists. To interpret and regulate them 
belongs to the reasoning faculty and the higher 
imagination of later years. If he does not quite 
distinguish between the province of reason and 
emotion — the most difficult of philosophical prob- 
lems — he keeps clear of the cruder mysticism, 
because he does not seek to elicit any definite 
fonnuke from those admittedly vague forebod- 
ings which lie on the border-land between the two 
sides of our nature. With his invariable sanity of 



■ The poem of Hemy Vaogfian, to wMch rderente is often 
mf*dp in this connection, scarcely contains more than a preg* 
nont hint 



I4B 



Hours in a Library 



mind, he more than once notices the difficulty of 
distii:^:uishti^ between that which nature teaches 
us and the inteqjretations which we impose upon 
nature. ' He carefully refrains from pressing the 
inference too far. 

The teaching, indeed, assumes that view of 
the universe which is implied in his pantheistic 
language. The Divinity really reveals Himself 
in the lonely mountains and the starry heavens. 
By cont^implating them we are able to rise into 
that *' blessed mood" in which f6r a time the bur- 
den of the mystery is rolled ofE our souls, and we 
can '*see into the life of things," And here 
we must admit that Wordsworth is not entirely 
free from the weakness which generally besets 
thirikcrs of this tendency. Like Shaftesbury in 
the previous century, who speaks of the universal 
harmony as emphatically though not as poetically 
as Wordsworth, he is tempted to adopt a too 
facile optimism. He seems at times to have 
overlooked that dark side of nature which is recog- 
nised in theological doctrines of corruption, or in 
the scientific theories about the fierce struggle 
for existence, j' Can we in fact say that these early 
instincts prove more than the happy constitution 
of the individual who feels them? Is there not 



^ As. i(*r example, iti the Lines on Tinterti Abbey: *'Ifthis 
be but a vain belief/' 
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a teaching of nature very apt to suggest horror 
and despair rather than a complacent brooding 
over soothing thoughts? Do not the mountains 
■which Wordsworth loved so well, speak o£ decay 
and catastrophe in every line of their slopes? 
Do they not suggest the helplessness and narrow 
limitations of man, as forcibly as his possible ex- 
altation? The awe which they strike into our 
souls has its terrible as well as its amiable side; 
and in moods of depression the darker aspect be- 
comes more conspicuous than the brighter. Nay, 
if we admit that we have instincts which are the 
very substance of all that afterwards becomes en- 
nobling, liave we not also instincts which suggest 
a close alliance with the brutes? If the child 
amidst his newborn blisses suggests a heavenly 



ongin, 



does he not also show sensual and cruel 



instincts which imply at least an admixture of 
baser elements ? If man is responsive to all nat- 
ural influences, how is he to distinguish between 
the good and the bad, and. in short, to frame a 
conscience out of the v^ue instincts which con- 
tain the germs of all the possible developments 
of the future? 

To say that Wordsworth has not given a com- 
plete answer to sucli ditHculties, is to say that 
he has not explained the origin of evil. It may 
be admitted* however, that he does to a certain 



»50 



Hours in a Library 



extent show a narrowness of conception. The 
voice of nature, as he says, resembles an echo; 
but we "unthinking creatures" listen to "voices 
of two different natures. '* We do not always dis- 
tinguish between the echo of our lower passions 
and the " echoes from beyond the grave. "' Words- 
worth sometimes fails to recognise the ambiguity 
of the oracle to which he appeals, | The "blessed 
mood" in which we get rid of the burden of the 
world, is too easily confused with the mood in 
which we simply refuse to attend to it. He finds 
lonely meditation so inspiring that he is too in- 
different to the troubles of less self-sufficing or 
clear-sighted human beings. The ambiguity makes 
itself felt in the sphere of morality. The ethical 
doctrine that \Trtue consists in conformity to 
nature bec[:>mes ambiguous with him, as with all 
its advocates, when we a^k for a precise defiiiition 
of nature. How are we to know which natural 
forces make for us and which fight against us? J 

The doctrine of the love of nature, generally 
regarded as Wordsworth's great lesson to man- 
kind, means, as interpret^ by himself and others, 
a love of the wilder and grander objects of natural 
scenery; apassion for the " sounding cataract," the 
rock, the mountain, and the forest; a preference, 
therefore, of the country to the town, and of the 
simpler to the more complex forms of social life. 
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But what is the true vahie of this sentiment? The 
unfortunate Solitary in the Excursion is beset by 
three Wordsworths; forthe Wanderer and the Pas- 
tor are little more (as Wordsworth indeed intima- 
tes) than reflections of himself, seen in different 
mirrors. The Solitary represents the anti-social 
lessons to be derived from conununion with nat- 
ure. He has become a misanthrope, and has 
learnt from Cmtdrde the lesson that we clearly do 
not live in the best of all possible worlds. Instead 
of learning the true lesson from nature by pene- 
trating its deeper meanings, he manages to feed 

Pity and scorn and melantholy pride 

by accidental and fanciful analogies, and sees 
in rock pyramids or obelisks a rude mockery of 
human toils. To confute this sentiment, to up- 
set Candide, 

This dull product of a scoffer's pen, 

is the purpose of the lofty poetry and versified 
prose of the long dialogues which ensue. That 
Wordsworth should call Voltaire dull is a curious 
example of the proverbial blindness of contro- 
versalists; but the mora! may be equally good- 
It is given most pithily in the lines — 

Wc live by admiration, hope, and love; 
And even as these arc wcU and wisely fused, 
Th« dignity of being we ascend. 
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"Btrt vdiat IS Error?" continues the preacher; 
wmd the Solitan- replies by saying, *' somewhat 
l i^lUj ly.** tliat love, admiration, and hope are 
~m^ hacy's favourite vassals," The distinc- 
tim between fancy and imagination is, in brief, 
ttei fBDcy deals with the superficial resemblances* 
and tmagination with the dewier truths which 
oodcrlie them. The purpose, then, of TheExcur- 
sum^ and of Wonlswcrth^s poetry in general, is to 
sbofT how the higher faculty reveals a harmony 
irtiicb we overlook when, with the Solitary, we 

Skini along the surfaces of things. 

The rightly prepared mind can recognise the 
di\-ine harmony which underlies all apparent dis- 
order. Tlie universe is to its perceptions like the 
sh*Jl whose murmur in a child's ear seems to 
express a mysterious union with the sea. But 
tiff mind must be rightly prepared. Everything 
4q>tfids upon the point of view. One man, as he 
says in an elaborate figure, looking upon a series 
of rwigefi ill spring from their northern side, sees 
a waste of snow, and from the south a continuous 
t^xpAnse of green. That view, we must take it, 
is the right one which is illuminated by the " ray 
divine. " But we must train our eyes to recognise 
its splt-Tidour ; ^tiul the final answer to the SoUtary 
it tlicrefi:*!^ embodied in a series of narratives. 
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showing by example how our spiritual vision may 
be purifi&l or obscured. Our philosophy must 
be finally based, not upon abstract speculation 
and metaphysical arguments, but on the difTused 
consciousness of the healthy mind. As Butler 
sees the universe by the light of conscience, Words- 
worth sees it through the wider emotions of 
awe, reverence^ and love, produced in a sound 
nature. 

The pantheistic conception, in short, leads to an 
unsatisfactory optimism in the general view of 
nature, and to an equal tolerance of all passions as 
equally *' natural. " To escape from this difficulty 
we must establish sDine more discriminative 
mode of interpreting nature. Man is the in- 
strument played upon by all impulses, good or 
bad. The music which results may be harmonious 
or discordant. When the instrument is in tune, 
the music will be perfect ; but when is it in time, 
and how are we to know that it is in tune? That 
problem once solved, we can tell which are the 
authentic utterances and which are the acci- 
dental discords. And by solving it. or by saying 
what is the right constitution of human beings, 
we shall discover which is the true philosophy 
of the universe, and what are the dictates 
of a sound moral sense. Wordsworth im- 
plicitly answers the question by explaining, in 
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tifi favourite phrase, how we are to build up our 
inoTal being. 

The voice of nature speaks at first in vague 

emotions, scarcely distinguishable from mere 
animal bouyancy- The boy, hooting in mimicTy 
of the owls, receives in his heart the voice of 
mountain torrents and ilie solemn imageiy of 
rocks, and woods, and stars. The sportive girl 
is unconsciously moulded into stateliness and 
grace by the floating clouds, the bending 
willow, and even by silent sympathy with the 
motions of the storm. Nobody has ever shown, 
with such exquisite power as Wordsworth, how 
much of the charm of natural objects in later 
life is due to early associations, thus formed in a 
mind not yet capable of contemplating its own 
processes. As old Matthew says in the lines 
which, however familiar, can never be read with 
out emotion — 

My eyes are dim with childish teais, 

My heart is idly stirred ; 
For the same sound is in my ears 

Which in those days I heard. 



And the strangely beautiful address to the 
cuckoo might be made into a text for a prolonged 
commentary by an aesthetic philosopher upon the 

iwer of early association. It curiously illustrates. 
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for example, the reason for Wordsworth's delight 
in recalling sounds. The croak of the distant 
raven, the bleat of the mountam lamb, the splash 
of the leaping fish in the lonely tarn, are specially 
delightful to him, because the hearing is the most 
spiritual of our senses; and these sounds, like the 
cuckoo'3 cry, seem to convert the earth into an 
** unsubstantial fairy place,'* The phrase "as- 
sociation" indeed implies a certain arbitrariness 
in the images suggested, which is not quite in ac- 
cordance with Wordsworth's feeling. Though the 
echo depends partly upon the hearer, the mountain 
voices arc specially adapted for certain moods. 
They have, we may say, a spontaneous affinity 
for the nobler affections. If some early passage 
in our childhood is associated with a particular 
spot, a house or a street will bring back the petty 
and accidental details: a mountain or a lake will 
revive the deeper and more permanent elements 
of feeling. If you have made love in a palace, 
according to Mr_ Disraeli's prescription, the sight 
of it will recall the splendour of the object's dress 
or jewellery ; if, as Wordsworth would prefer, with 
a background of mountains, it will appear in later 
days as if they had absorbed, and were always 
ready again to radiate forth, the tender and hallow- 
ing influences which then for the first time entered 
your life. The elementary and deepest passions 
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are most easily associated with the sublime and 
beautiful in nature- 

The primal duties shine aloft like stars; 

The chanties that soothe, and heal, and bless. 

Are scattered at the feet of man like flowers. 

And therefore if you have been happy enougji 
to take del^ht in these natural and universal 
objects in the early days, when the most per- 
manent associations are formed, the sight of them 
in later days will bring back by preordained and 
divine symbolism whatever was most ennobling 
in your early feelings. The vulgarising associations 
will drop off of themselves, and what was pure 
and lofty will remain. 

From this natural law follows another of 
Wordsworth's favourite precepts. The moun- 
tains are not with him a symbol of anti-social 
feelings. On the contrary, they are in their 
proper place as the background of the simple 
domestic affections. He loves his native hills, not 
in the Byronic fashion, as a savage wilderness, but 
as the appropriate framework in which a healthy 
social order can permanently maintain itself. 
That, for example, is, as he tells tis, the thought 
which inspired The BrotheTs , a poem which excels 
all modern idylls in weight of meaning and 
I depth of feeling, by virtue of the idea thus 
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embodied. The retired valley of Ennerdale, 
with its grand background of hills» precipitous 
enough to be fairly called mountains, forces the 
two lads into closer affection- Shut in by these 
"enormous barriers," and undistracted by the 
ebb and flow of the outside world, the mutual 
love becomes concentrated. A tie like that of 
family blood is involuntarily imposed upon tlie 
little community of dalesmen. The image of 
sheep-tracks and shepherds clad in country grey 
is stamped upon the elder brother's mind> and 
comes back to him in tropical calms ; he hears the 
tones of his waterfalls in the piping shrouds; and 
when he returns, recognises eveiy fresh scar made 
by winter storms on the mountain sides, and 
knows by sight every unmarked grave in the 
little churchyard. The fraternal affection sancti- 
fies the scenery, and the sight of the scenery 
brings back the affection with overpowering force 
upon his return. This is everywhere the senti- 
ment inspired in Wordsworth by his beloved hills. 
It is not so much the love of nature pure and 
simple, as of nature seen through the deepest 
human feelings. The light gltnimering in a lonely 
cottage, the one rude house in the deep valley, 
with its "small lot of life-supporting fields and 
guardian rocks/' are necessaiy to point the moral 
and to draw to a definite focus the various forces 
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of sentiinenL The two veins of feeling ai 

sqjarably blended. The peasant noble, ir 
Song at tlie Feast of Brtmgkam Castk, I 
equaUy from men ^id nature: — j 

Love had he Found in huts where poor raen 
His daily teachers had been woods and hi; 

The silence that is in the starry skies, 
The sleep that is among the lonely hills. 

Without the love, the silence and the sleep i 
have had no spiritual meaning. They are v 
ble as giving intensity and solemnity tc 
pnsitive emotion. 

The same remark is to be made upon W 
worth^s favourite teaching of the advantag 
the contemplative life. He is fond of enfo 
the doctrine of the familiar lines, that we can 
our minds "in a wise passiveness," and thai 

One impulse from the vernal wood 
Can teach you more of man, 

Of moral evil and of good, 
Than all the sages can. 

And, according to some commentators, this v 
seem to express the dctctrine that the ultimat< 
of life is the cultivation o£ tender emotions '^ 
out reference to action. The doctrine, thus ^ 
lutely stated, would be immoral and illogical. 
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recommend contemplation in preference to action 
is like preferring sleeping to waking; or saying, 
as a full expression of the truth, that silence is 
golden and speech silvern. Like that familiar 
phrase. Wordsworth's teaching is not to be In- 
terpreted literally. The essence of such maxims 
is to be one-sided. They are paradoxical ui order 
to be emphatic. To have seasons of contempla- 
tion, of withdrawal from the world and from 
books, of calm surrendering of ourselves to the 
influences of nature, is a practice commended in 
one form or other by all moral teachers. It is a 
sanitary rule, resting upon obvious principles. 
The mind which is always occupied in a multi- 
plicity of small observations, or the regulation of 
practical details, loses the power of seeing general 
principles and of associating all objects with the 
central emotions of " admiration, hope, and love." 
The philosophic mind is that which habitually 
sees the general in the particular, and finds food 
for the deepest thought in the simplest objects. 
It requires, therefore, periods of repose, in which 
the fragmentary and complex atoms of distracted 
feeling which make up the incessant whirl of daily 
life may have time to crystallise round the central 
thoughts. But it must feed in order to assimilate; 
and each process implies the other as its correla- 
tive. A constant interest, therefore, in the joys 
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and sorrows of our neighbours is as essential as 
quiet, self-centred rumination. It is when the 
eye "has kept watch o'er man's mortality/' and 
by virtue of the tender sympathies of ' ' the human 
heart by which we live^" that to us 

The meanest flower which blows can give 
Thoughts that do often lie too deep for tears. 

The solitude which implies se\"erance from natu- 
nU sympathies and affections is poisonous. The 
happiness of the heart which lives alone, 

Housed in a dream, an outcast from the kind, 

Is to be pitied, for 't is surely blind. 

Wordsworth's meditations upon flowers or ani- 
ma! life are Impressive because they have been 
touched by this constant sympathy. The sermon 

f' is always in his rnind^ and therefore every stone 
may serve for a text. His contemplation enables 
him Ui sec the pathetic side of the small pains and 
pleasures which we are generally in too great a 
hurry to notice. There are times, of course, when 
i([( thii moralising tendency leads him to the regions 
I of the namby-pamby or sheer prosaic platitude. 
On the other hand, no one approaches him in the 
power of touching some rich chord of feeling by 
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help of the pettiest incident. The old man going 
to the fox-hunt with a tear on his cheek, and say- 
ing to himself, 

The key 1 must take, for my Helen is dead; 

or the mother carrying home her dead sailor's 
bird; the village schoolmaster, in whom a rift in 
the clouds revives the memory of his little daugh- 
ter; the old huntsman unable to cut through the 
stump of rotten wood — touch our hearts at once 
and for e\'er. The secret is given in the rather 
prosaic apology for not relating a tale about poor 
Simon Lee: 



O reader! had you in your mind 

Such stores as silent thought can bring, 

O gentle reader! you would find 
A tale in everything. 

The value of silent thought is so to cultivate 
the primitive emotions that they may flow spon- 
taneously upon every common incident, and that 
every familiar object becomes symbolic of them. 
It is a familiar remark that a philosopher or man 
of science who has devoted himself to meditation 
upon some principle or law of nature, is always 
finding new illustrations in the most unexpected 
quarters. He cannot take up a novel or walk 
across the street without hitting upon appropriate 

TDL, HI.— II. 
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nalances. Wordsworth would apply the princi- 
[de to the building up of our "moral being." 
Admiratkni, hope, and love should be so con- 
stantly in our thoughts, that innumerable sights 
md soiands which are meaningless to the world 
AoQld become to us a language incessantly sug- 
gestive of the deepest topics of thought. 

This explains his dislike to science, as he under- 
stood the word, and his denunciations of the 
"world." The man of science is one who cuts up 
nsture into fragments, and not only neglects their 
pGGsiblc significance for our higher feelings, but 
refrains on principle from taking it into account- 
The primrose suggests to him some new device in 
cinssificatton, and he would be worried by the sug- 
gestion of ;iny spiritual significance as an annoying 
detraction. Viewing all objects ''in disconnec- 
tion, dead and spiritless," we are tlms really 
WOStOf 

An impious warfare with the veiy life 
Of our own souls. 

We afv pulling the letter in place of the spirit, and 
doalin}; with nature as a mere grammarian deals 
with a poem. When we have leamt to associate 
cvoiy object with some lesson 



Of human suffering or of human joy; 
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when we have thus obtained the "glorious habit," 

By which sense is made 
Subservient atiU to moral purposes, 
Auxiligr to divine ; 

the "dull eye" of science will light up; for, in 
observing natural processes, it will carry with it an 
incessant reference to the spiritual processes to 
which they are allied. Science, in short, requires 
to be brought into intimate connection with 
morality and religion. If we are forced for our 
immediate purpose to pursue truth for itself, re- 
gardless of consequences, we must remember all 
the more carefully that truth is a whole, and that 
fragmentary bits of lonowle<lge Ijecome valuable 
as they arc incorporated into a general system. 
The tendency of modem times to specialism brings 
with it a characteristic danger. It requires to 
be supplemented by a correlative process of in- 
tegration. We must study details to increase our 
knowledge; we must accustom oiu^elves to look 
at the detail in the light of the general principles 
in order to make it fruitful. 

The influence of that world which '*is too much 
with us late and soon " is of the same kind. The 
man of science loves barren facts for their own 
sake. The man of the world becomes devoted to 
some petty pursuit without reference to ultimate 
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ends. He becomes a slave to money, or po 
praise, without caring for their effect uf 
moral character. As social oi^anisation b' 
more complete, the social unit becomes : 
fragment instead of being a complete wl 
himself. Man becomes 

The senseless member of a vast machin 
Serving as doth a spindle or a wheel. 

The division of labour, celebrated with su^^ 

thusiasra by Adam Smith,' tends to crush ^^J^ 

life out of its victims. The soul of the pol 

economist may rejoice when he sees a ht 

being devoting his whole faculties to the 

formancc of one subsidiary operation in the m 

facture of a pin. The poet and the moralist i 

notice with anxiety the contrast between the 

fashionetl peasant who, if he discharged each 

ticular fimction clumsily, discharged at least n 

functions, and found exercise for all the i 

lectual and moral faculties of his nature, one 

modem artisan doomed to the incessant repet 

of one petty set of muscular expansions and 

tractions, and whose soul, if he has one, is tl 

fore rather an encumbrance than otherwise. 

is the evil which is constantly before Wi 

worth's eyes, as it has certainly not become 

' Se* Wordsworth's reference to the Wealth of Natio 
TkfPr«lude, Book sdii. 
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prominent since his time. The darker of crushing 
the individual is a serious one according to his 
view; not because it implies the neglect of some 
abstract political rights, but from the impoverish- 
ment of character which is implied in the process. 
Give every man a vote, and abolish all interference 
with each man's private tastes, and the danger 
may still be as great as ever. The tendency to 
"differentiation " — as we call it in modem phrase- 
ology — the social pulverisation, the lowering and 
narrowing of the inclividuars sphere of action and 
feeling to the pettiest details, depends upon pro- 
cesses underlying all political changes. It cannot 
therefore, be cured by any nostrum of constitu- 
tion-mongers, or by the negative remedy of re- 
moving old barriers. It requires to be met by 
profoimder moral and religious teaching. Men 
must be taught what is the really valuable part of 
their natures, and what is the purest happiness to 
be extracted from life, as well as allowed to 
gratify fully their own tastes; for who can say 
that men encouraged by all their surroundings 
and appeals to the most obvious motives to turn 
themselves into machines, will not deliberately 
choose to be machines? Many powerful thinkers 
have illustrated Wordsworth's doctrine more elab- 
orately, but nobody has gone more decisively to 
the root of the matter. 
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One other side of Wordsworth's teaching is 
still more significant and original- Our vague iiv- 
yStmcts are consolidated into reason by meditation, 
sympathy with our fellows, communion with na- 
>J 1 tore, and a constant devotion to "high endeav- 
ours." If life run smoothly^ the transformation 
may be easy, and our primitive optimism turn im- 
perceptibly into general complacency. The trial 
comes when we make personal acquaintance with 
sorrow, and our early bouyancy begins to fail. 
We are tempted to become querulous or to lap 
ourselves in indifference. Most poets are content 
to bewail our lot melodiously, and admit that 
there is no remedy unless a remedy be found in 
"the luxury of grief." Prosaic people become 
selfish though not sentimental. They laugh at 
their old illusions, and turn to the solid consola- 
tions of comfort. Nothing- is more melancholy 
than to study many biographies, and note — not 
the failure of early promise which may mean 
merely an aiming above the mark — but the pro- 
gressive deterioration of character which so often 
follows grief and disappointment. If it be not 
tnae that most men grow worse as they grow old, 
it is surely true that few men pass through the 
worid without bdng corrupted as much as purified. 
Now Wordsworth's favourite lesson is the possi- 
bility of turning grief and disappointment into 
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account. He teaches in many forms the neces- 
sity of ' ' transmuting ' ' sorrow into strength . One 
of the great evils is a lack of power 

An agonising sorrow to transmute. 

The Happy Warrior is, above all, the man who in 
face of all human miseries can 

Exerdse a power 
Which is our human nature's highest dower; 
Controls them, and subdues, transmuteSn bereaves 
Of their bad influence, and their good receives; 

who is made more compassionate by familiarity 
with sorrow, more placable by contest, purer by 
teraptation, and more enduring by distress.' It 
is owing to the txinstant presence of this thought, 
to his sensibility to the refining influence of sorrow, 
that Wordsworth is the only poet who will bear 
reading in times of distress. Other poets mock 
us by an impossible optimism, or merely reflect 
the feehngs which, however we may play with 
them in times of cheerfulness, have now become 

■ So, loo, in The Frelwia:— 

Then waa the truth n?c:tived into my heart. 
That, under heaviest scarov earth can bring. 
If irom ihs aiHiction somewhere do not grow 
Honour whicli could not else have been, a laJth, 
An elevation, and a sanctity; 
If now strength be not given, cor old restored, 
The fault is ours, not Nature's. 
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an intolerable burden_ Wordsworth suggests the 
single topic which, so far at least as this world is 
concerned, can really be called consolatory. None 
of the ordinary commonplaces will serve, or serve 
at most as indications of human sympathy. But 
there is some consolation in the thought that even 
death may bind the survivors closer, and leave as 
a legacy enduring motives to noble action. It is 
easy to say this; but Wordsworth has the merit 
of feeUng the truth in all its force, and expressing 
it by the most forcible images. In one shape or 
another the sentiment is embodied in most of his 
really powerful poetry. It is intended, for ex- 
ample, to be the moral of Ttie White Doe of RyU 
stone. There^ as Wordsworth says, everything 
fails so far as its object b external and unsub- 
stantial ; everything succeeds so far as it is moral 
and spiritual. Success grows out of failure; and 
the mode in which it grows is indicated by the 
lines which give the keynote of the poem, Emily, 
the heroine, is to become a soul 

By force of sorrows high 
Uplifted to the purest sky 
Of undisturbed sercnity> 

The While Doe is one of those poems which 
make many readers inclined to feel a certain ten- 
derness for Jeffrey's dogged inscnsibihty ; and I 
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confess that I am not one of its warm admirers. 
The sentiment seems to be undulyrelaxed through- 
out; there is a want of sympathy with heroism of 
the rough and active ty^je, which is, after all, at 
least as worthy of admiration as the more passive 
variety of the virtue ; and the defect is made more 
palpable by the position of the chief actors. 
These rough borderers, who recall William of 
Deloraine and Dandie Dinmont, are somehow out 
of their element when preaching the doctrines of 
quietism and submission to circumstances. But. 
whatever our judgment of this particular embodi- 
ment of Wordsworth's moral philosophy, the in- 
culcation of the same lesson gives force to many 
of his finest poems. It is enough to mention TA^ 
Leeck-gatherer, the Stansas on Feele Casth, Michael, 
and, as expressing the inverse view of the futility 
of idle grief. Laodamia, where he has succeeded in 
combining his morality with more than his ordi- 
nary beauty of poetical form. The teaching cE all 
these poems falls in with the doctrine already set 
forth. All moral teaching, 1 have sometimes 
fancied, m.ight be summed up in the one formula, 
"Waste not-" Every element of which our na- 
ture is composed may be said to be good in its 
proper place; and therefore every \-icious habit 
springs out of the misapplication of forces which 
might l>e turned to account by judicious training. 
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Thewa£t« of sorrow is one of the most lamentable 
fonns of waste- Soirow too crften tends to pro- 
duce bitterness or efiemmacy of character. But 
it may, if rightly used* serve only to detach us 
from the lower motives, and give sanctity to the 
higher. That is what Wordsworth sees ft-ith un- 
equalled cleamesfi, and he therefore sees also the 
condition of profiting. The mind in which the 
most valuable elements have been systematically 
strengthened by meditation, by association of 
deep thought with the most universal presences, 
by constant sympathy with the joys and sorrows 
of its fellows, will be prepared to convert sorrow 
into a medicine instead of a poison. Sorrow is 
deteriorating so far as it is seliisb. The man who 
is occupied with his own interests maies grief an 
excuse for effeminate indulgence in self-pity. He 
becomes weaker and more fretful. The man who 
has Icamt habitually to think of himself as part 
csf a greater whole, whose conduct has been 
habitually directed to noble ends, is purified and 
strengthened by the spiritual convulsion. His 
disappointment, or his loss of some beloved ob- 
ject, makes him more anxious to fix the bases of 
his happiness widely and deeply, and to be con- 
tent with the consciousness of honest work, in- 
stead of looking for wliat is called success. 

But I must not take to preaching in the place 
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of Wordsworth- The whole theory is roost nobly 
summed up in the grand lines already noticed 
on Tiw Cluiracter of the Happy Warrior. There, 
Wordsworth has explained m the most forcible 
and direct language the mode in which a grand 
character can be formed; how youthiul impulses^ 
may change into manly purpose; how pain and 
Borrow may be transmuted into new forces; how, 
tlie mind may be fixed upon lofly purposes; how 
the domestic affections — which give the truest 
happiness — ^may also be the greatest source of 
strength to the man who is 



y 



More brave for this, that he has much to lose; 

and how. finaJly. he becomes indifferent to all 

petty ambition — 

Finds comfort in himself and in his cause; 
And, while the mortal mist is gathering, draws 
His breath in contidence of Heaven's applause. 
This ts the Happy Warrior, this h he 
Whom every man in arms should wish to be. 



We may now see what ethical theory underlies 
Wordsworth's teaching of the transformation of 
instinct into reason. We must start from the 
postulate that there is in fact a Divine order in 
the universe; and that conformity to this order 
produces beauty as embodied in the external 
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world, and is the condition of virtue as regulating 
our character. It is by obedience to the "stem 
lawgiver." Duty, that flowers gain their fragrance, 
and that "the most ancient heavens" preserve 
their freshness and strength, But this postulate 
does not seek for justification in abstract meta- 
physical reasoning. The Intimations oj Immortality 
are precisely intimations, not mteUectual intui- 
tioos. They are vi^ue and emotional, not dis- 
tinct and logical. They are a feeling of harmony, 
not a perception of innate ideas, And» on the 
other hand, our instincts are not a mere chaotic 
mass of passions, to be gratified without consider- 
ing their place and function in a certain definite 
scheme. They have been implanted by the 
Divine hand, and the harmony which we feel 
corresponds to a real order. To justify tliem we 
must appeal to experience, but to experience in- 
terrogated by a certain definite procetJure. Act- 
ing upon the assumption that the Divnne order 
exists, we shall come to recognise it, though we 
could not deduce it by an ci priori method. 

The instrument, in fact, finds itself originaTJy 
tuned by its Maker, and may preser\'e its ordinal 
condition by careful obedience to the stem teach- 
ing of life. The bouyancy common to all youthful 
fmd healthy natures then changes into a deeper 
And more soJemn mood. The great primary emo- 
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tions retain the original inipalse, but increase their 
volume, (jrief and disappointment arc trans- 
muted into tenderness, sympathy, imd endurance. 
^ The reason, as it develops, regulates, without 
weakening, the primitive instincts. All the great- 
est, and therefore most common, sights of nature 
are indelibly associated with "admiration, hope, 
and love;" and all increase of knowledge and 
power is regarded as a means for furthering the 
gratification of our nobler emotions. Under the 
opposite treatment, the character loses its fresh- 
ness, and we regard the early happiness as an illu- 
sion. The old emotions dry up at their source. 
Grief produces (retfulness, misanthropy, or efTemi- 
nacy. Power is wasted on petty ends and friv- 
olous excitement, and knowledge becomes barren 
and pedantic. In this way the postulate justifies 
itself by producing the noblest type of character. 
When the "moral being'' is thus built up, its in- 
stincts become its convictions, we recognise the 
true voice of nature, and distinguish it from the 
echo of our passions. Thus we come to know 
how the Divine order and the laws by which 
the character is harmonised are the laws of 
morality. 

To possible objections it might be answered 
by Wordsworth that this mode of assuming in 
order to prove is the normal method of philo- 
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sophy. '*You must love him," as he says of the 
poet. 

Ere to you 
He will seem worthy of your love. 

The doctrine corresponds to the crede ut i*iUfligas 
of the divine : or to the philosophic theory that 
we must start from the knowledge abeady con- 
structed within us by iQstincts which have not 
yet learnt to reason. And, finally, if a persistent 
reasoner should ask why — even admitting the 
facts— the higher t>"pe should be preferred to the 
lower, Wordsworth may ask, Why is bodily 
health preferable to disease? If a man likes weak 
lungs and a bad digestion, reason cannot convince 
him of his error. The physician has done enough 
when he has pointed out the sanitary laws obedi- 
ence to which generates strength, long life, and 
power of enjoyment- The moralist is in the same 
position when he has shown how certain habits 
conduce to the develDpment of a type superior to 
its rivals in all the faculties which imply permanent 
peace of mind and power of resisting the shocks 
of the world without disintegration. Much un- 
doubtedly remains to be said. Wordsworth's 
teaching, profound and admirable as it may be, 
has not the potency to silence the scepticism 
which has gathered 'Strength' since his- day; 'Md 
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assailed fundamental — or what to him seemed 
fuadaraental ^tenets of hia system. No one can 
yet say what transionnation may pass upon the 
thoughts and emotions for which he found utter- 
ance in speaking of the divinity and sanctity of 
natiore. Some people vehemently maintain that 
the words will be emptied of all meaning if the old 
theological conceptions to which he was so firmly 
attached should disappear ^nth the development 
of new modes of thought. Nature, as regarded 
by the light of modem science, will be the name 
of a cruel and wasteful, or at least of a purely 
neutral and indifferent power, or perhaps as 
merely an equivalent for the Unknowable, to 
which the conditions of our intellect prevent us 
from ever attaching any intelligible predicate. 
Others would say that in whatever terms we 
choose to speak of the mysterious darkness which 
surrounds our little island of comparative l^ht, 
the emotion generated in a thoughtful mind by 
the contemplation of the universe will remain 
unaltered or strengthen with clearer knowledge; 
and that we shall express ourselves in a new dialect 
without altering the essence of our thought. The 
emotions to which Wordsworth has given utter- 
ance will remain, though the system in which he 
beheved should sink into oblivion ; as, indeed, all 
human systems have found different modes of 
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hr^nne fondAiDeotal feeliDgs. But 
1^^ i fag ttct y to indicate considerattons 
tD be dev^oped. 

f iQOMBs to be added once more that 
i*s poetry derives its power from the 
Ids phikeophy. It speaks to our 
because his speculation rests 
deepest thooghts. His smgular capacity 
all objects with a glow derived from 
bis keen sympathy with 
lattdsnfdeemotKHis: his sense of the sanc- 
Vflyiog JAftieaces which can be extracted from 
^sorrow, an; of eqa;d value to his power over our 
Mdkcls and our ima^ations. His psychology, 
sS&ted systematically, is rational; and, when ex- 
p w a acd pKsioQateh\ turns into poetry. To be 
tSsMvC to the most important phenomena is the 
Ant step ct|UiiQ>' towards a poetical or a scientific 
^ gu y ^ HWMt. To see these truly is the condition of 
wtaH^ the podiy harmonious and the philosophy 
kfind. And it is often difficult to say which 
pouvr tt mufit remarkable in Wordsworth. It 
WVMid he ^tLSN to illustrate the truth by other than 
nioTul topics. His sonnet, noticed by De Quincey. 
im Vtttcti he spwiks of the abstracting power of 
lllTknm, and observxs that as the hills pasir into 
twaijjhl vrc see the same sight as the ancient 
Ibit^^is;, is impres&ive as it stands, but would be 
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equally good as an illustration in a metaphysical 
treatise. Again, the sonnet beginning 

With ships the sea was sprinkled far and wide, 

is at once, as he has shown in a commentary of 
his own, an illustration of a curious psychological 
law^-of our tendency, that is, to introduce an 
arbitraiy principle of order into a random collec- 
tion of objects— and, for the same reason, a strik- 
ing embodiment of the corresponding mood of 
feelii^. The little poem called Stepping West- 
ward is in the same way at once a delicate expres- 
sion of a specific sentiment and an acute critical 
analysis of the subtle associations suggested by a 
single phrase. But such illustrations might be 
multiplied indefinitely. As he ]ias himself said, 
there is scarcely one of his poems which does not 
call attention to some moral sentiment, or to a 
general principle or law of thought, of our intel- 
lectual constitution. 

Finally, we might look at the reverse side of the 
picture, and endeavour to show how the narrow 
limits of Wordsworth's power are connected with 
certain moral defects; with the want of quick 
sympathy which shows itself in his dramatic 
feebleness, and the austerity of character which 
caused him to lose his special gifts too early 
and bectime a rather conunonplace defender of 
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cooBBmtisni axwl tbat coriocis diffidence (he as- 
sines us that it was "diffidence") which tnductd 
bim to wnte many thousand lines of blank ver^e en- 
tk^' about himself. But the task would be super- 
flttous as «ien as ungrateful It was his aim. he 
tdk us; *' to coostile the aJfiicted ; to add sunshine 
to diyhght by makiiig the happy happier; to 
Vmxii the ^tDung and the gracious of evety age to 
see, to think, and therefore to become more ac- 
tixTh- and securely ^-irtuous:" and, high as was 
the aim he did much towards iU accomphshment. 
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When Mr. Forstcr brought out the collected 
edition of Lander's works, the critics were gener- 
ally embarrassed. They evaded for the most part 
any committal of themst^Ives to an estimate of 
their author's merits, and were generally content 
to say that we might now look forward to a 
definitive judgment in the ultimate court of lit- 
erary appeal. Such an attitude of suspense was 
natural enough, Landor is perhaps the most 
strilcing instance in modem literature of a radical 
divergence of opinion between the connoisseurs 
and the rtiass of readers. The general public have 
never been induced to read him. in spite of the 
lavish applauses of some self-constituted authori- 
ties. One may go further. It is doubtful whether 
those who aspire to a finer literary palate than is 
possessed by the vuHir herd are really so keenly 
appreciative as the innocent reader of published 
remarks might suppose. Hypocrisy' in matters of 
taste — whether of the literal or metaphorical kind 
— is the commonest of vices. There are vintages, 

in 
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knftflr«a7OT<Gd. I have 
ID pmnte tlmt 
didl; and tbc lare cha- 
^oAs dtoB betisy a veiy 
— " Not kxig ago, for 
_ ted a passage timi 
C-MWVMilKm to pfovc that 
IDloa's prase, a^lkip Oe remark 
pRjbablr be taken as an GxpressuD 
aHfaoa^ put in xhe motith 
pqaon. Tb any one who has read 
iMila ailTi ofdjaaiy atteatian, h seems as absurd 
to speak la this bypotbctical manDcr as it would 
bv toW^toBsomemcMleDta] alhi&km that 31r. 
Rodx admires TWncr. Landor's adoratkin for 
Ma t a n is cpe<rf the most conq>icoous of bis critical 
Ity^ilifi Tbcn arc. of course, many eulagks 
^M iJAdor o£ undeniable weight. They are 
hearty, genuine, and from competent judges. 
Vet the enthusiasm of such admirable critics as 
Mr. Emcisoo and Mr. Lowell may be carped at by 
snne who £anc>* that every American enjoys a 
peculisu' sense of complacency when rescuing an 
E'l^ph genius from the n^lect of his own coun- 
t f yn Wl. If Mr. BTowning and \lr. Swinburne 
hax'e been conspicuous in their admiration, it 
nught be urged that neither of them has too strong 
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a desire to keep to that beaten highroad of the 
commonplace, beyond TV"liich even the best guides 
meet with pitfalls. Southey's praises of Landor 
were sincere and emphatic ; but it must be added 
that they provoke a recollection of one of Johnson's 
shrewd remarks. "The reciprocal civility of au- 
thors," says the Doctor. " is one of the most risible 
scenes in the farce of life." One forgives poor 
Southey indeed for the vanity' which enabled him 
to bear up so bravely against anxiety and repeated 
disappointment ; and if both he and Landor foimd 
that *' reciprocal civility" helped them to bear the 
disregard of contemporaries, one would not judge 
them harshly- It was simply a tacit agreement 
to throw their harmless vanity into a common 
3tock. Of Mr. Forster, Landor's faithful friend 
and admirer, one can only say that in his writing 
about Landor, as upon other topics, we are dis- 
tracted between the respect due to his strong 
feeling for the excellent in literature^ and the un- 
deniable facts that his criticisms have a very 
blunt edge, and that his eulogies arc apt to be 
indiscriminate . 

Southey and Wordsworth had a simple method 
of expiainijig the neglect of a great author. Ac- 
cording to them, contemporary n^lect affords a 
negative presumption in favour of permanent 
reputation. No lofty poet has honour in bis own 
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SoBlbtf^'s coBvictiOG that \as poa- 
■ooU makt die fovtune of hs cfaiM- 
■ice of sdF-didbsioo. But 
ifr fBacfaBjr *'*'*^****^ in regard to 
; md Landor aceepted ajid defended 



pke cftys in tte cofiTersatioTi with 

&W MfaoBES of imapmary Ccmorrsaiicns : cat 

vont of AemAimsblte middle, snd there will 

B the <Wtbm1 f ra c t icM eoongb to satisfy my 

for baft. I sluD Ane late : but the dining^ 

wa te ««■ fitted, the guests few and select. 

H^ TccuT^ frequcnth' to the doctrine. ' 




rt! [he nys, m mnother character]. From 
iKUba- bvtftms of poetry it is long before the 
of the brightest star can reach the wortd 
We hear that one man £nds cwt one beauty* 
tnan ftnds out another, placing his observa- 
Kif7 and iostnuueiits oo the poet's grave. The 
■ u ffd s Dttst have eaten ns before we rightly know 
v^at «« are. It b only when fre are skeletons that 
vroare boxed and ticketed and prited and shown. Be 
ft so! 1 shall aol be tired of waiting. 

OoikBCicMai, as he says in hisown person, th^tintwo 
thmmwti! years there have not been five volumes 
of prose (the work of one author) equal to his Con- 
ims^tions^ he could indeed afford to wait: if con- 
scious of earthly things, he must be waiting still. 
Thfc superlative self-esteem strikes one, to say 
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the truth, as part of Landor's abiding boyishness. 
It is only in schoolboy themes that we are still 
inclined to talk about the devouring love of fame. 
Grown-up men look rightly with some contempt 
upon such aspirations. What work a man does 
is really done in. or at least through, his own gen- 
eration; and the posthumous fame which poets 
affect to value means, for the most part, being 
known by name to a few antiquarians, school- 
masters, or secluded students. When the poet, 
to adopt T^andor's metaphor, hss become a lumi- 
nous star, his superiority to those which have 
grown dim by distance is indeed for the fir^t time 
clearly demonstrated- We can still see him. 
though other bodies of his system have vanished 
into the infinite depths of oblivion. But he has 
also ceased to give appreciable warmth or light to 
ordinary human beings. He is a splendid name, 
but not a living influence. There are, of course, 
exceptions and qualifications to any such state- 
ments, but 1 have a suspicion that even Shakes- 
peare's chief work may have been done in the 
Globe Theatre, to living audiences, who felt what 
they never thought of criticising, and were quite 
unable to measure ; and that, spite of all esthetic 
philosophers and minute antiquarians and judi- 
cious revivals, his real influence upon men's minds 
has been for the most part declining as his fame has 
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been spreading. To defend or fuUy expound this 
heretical dogma would take too much space. The 
'* late-dinner " theory, however, as held by Words- 
worth and Landor, is subject to one less question- 
able qualification. It is an utterly untenable 
proposition that great men have been generally 
overlooked in their own day. 

K we run over the chief names of our literature, 
it would be hard to point to one which was not 
honoured, and sometimes honoured to excess, dur- 
ing its proprietor's lifetime. It is. indeed, true 
that much ephemeral underwood has often hid- 
den in part the majestic forms which now stand 
out as sole relics of the forest. It is true also that 
the petty spite and jealousy of contemporaries, 
especially of their ablest contemporaries, has 
often prevented the full recognition of great men. 
And there have been some whose fame, like that 
of Bunyan aod De Foe, has extended amongst 
the lower sphere of readers before receiving the 
ratification of constituted judges. But such ir- 
regularities in the distribution of fame do not 
quite meet the point. I doubt whether one could 
mention a single case in which an author, over- 
looked at the time both by the critics and the 
mass, has afterwards become famous; and the 
cases are very rare in which a reputation once de- 
cayed has again taken root and shown real vitality. 
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The experiment of resuscitation has been tried of 
late years with great pertinacity. The forgotten 
images of our seventeenth -century ancestors have 
been brought out of the lumber-room amidst im- 
mense flourishes of trumpets, but they are terribly 
wonneaten ; and all efforts to make their statues 
once more stand firmly on their pedestals have 
generally failed. Landor himself refused to see 
the merits of the mere " mushrooms/' as he some- 
where cnlled them, which grew beneath the 
Shakespearian oak; and though such men as 
Chapman, Webster, and Ford have received the 
warmest eulogies of Lamb and other able suc- 
cessors, their vitality is spasmodic and imcertain. 
We generally read them, if we read them, at the 
point of the critic's bayonet. 

The case of Wordsworth is no precedent for 
Landor. WordswoHIi*s fame was for a long time 
confined to a narrow sect, and he did all in his 
power to hmder its spread by wilfuJ disregard of 
the cst^lished canons — even when foimded in 
reason. A rrffermer who will not court the pre- 
judices even of his friends is likely to be slow in 
making converts. But it is one thing to be slow 
in getting a hearing, and another in attracting 
men who are quite prepared to hear. Words- 
worth resembled a man coming into a drawing- 
room with muddy boots aod a smock-frock- He 
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courted disgust, and such courtship is pretty 
sure of success. But Landor made his bow in 
full court-dress. En spite of the difficulty of his 
poetry, he had all the natural graces which are 
apt to propitiate cultivated readers. His prose 
has merits so conspicuous and so dear to the 
criticiil mind, that one might have expected his 
welcome from the connokscurs to be warm even 
beyond the limit of sincerity. To praise him was 
to announce one's own possession of a fine classi- 
cal taste, and there can be no greater stimulus 
to critical enthusiasm. One might have guessed 
that he would be a favourite with all who set up 
for a disccinraent superior to that of the xTiIgar; 
though the causes which must obstruct a wide 
recognition of his merits arc sufficiently obvious. 
It may be interesting to consider the cause of his 
ill-success with some fulness; and it is a comfort 
to the critic to reflect that in such a case even 
obtuseness is in some sort a qualification; for it 
will enable one to sympathise with the vulgar in- 
sensibility to the offered delicacy, if only to sub- 
stitute articulate rejection for simple stolid silence, 
I do not wish, indeed, to put forward such a 
claim too unreservedly. I will merely take cour- 
age to confess that Landor very frequently bores 
me. So do a good many writers whom I thor- 
oughly admire. If any courage be wanted for 
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such a confession^ it is certainly not when writing 
upon Landor that one shotdd be reticent for want 
of example. Nobody ever spoke his mind more 
freely about great reputations. He is, for ex- 
ample, almost the only poet who ever admitted 
that he could not read Spenser continuously. 
Even Milton in Landor's hands, in defiance of his 
known opinions, is made to speak contemptuously 
of Tiis Faerie Queette. *' There is scarcely a poet 
of the same eminence," says Person, obviously 
representing Landor in this case, "whom I have 
found it so del^htfu! to read in, and so hard to 
read through." Wliat Landor here says of Spen- 
ser, r should venture to say of Landor. There 
are few books of the kind into which one may dip 
with so great a certainty of finding much to admire 
as the Imaginary Convermtions, Sind few of any 
high reputation which are so certain to become 
wearisome after a time. And yet, upon thinking 
of the whole five volumes so emphatically extolled 
by their author, one feels the necessity of some 
apology for this admission of inadequate sym- 
pathy. There is a vigour of feeling, an originality 
of character, a fineness of style which makes one 
understand, if not quite agree to, the audacious 
self-comroendation> Part of the effect is due 
simply to the sheer quantity of good writing. 
Take any essay separately, and one must admit 
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that — to speak only of his contemporaries— there 
is a greater charm in passages of equal length by 
Lamb, De Quincey, or even Hazlitt. None of 
them gets upon such stilts, or seems so anxious 
to keep the reader at arm's length. But. on the 
other handt there is something Imposing in so con- 
tinuous a flow of stately and generally faultless 
English, with so many weighty aphorisms rising 
spontaneously, without splashing or disturbance, 
to the surface of talk, and such an easy felicity 
of theme unmaired by the flash and glitter of 
the modem epigrammatic style. Lamb is both 
sweeter and more profound, to say nothing of his 
incomparable humour; but then Lamb^s flight is 
short and uncertain, De Quincey's passages of 
spIeiKJlid rhetoric are too often succeeded by dead 
levels of verbosity and Eaboured puerilities which 
make annoyance alternate with enthusiasm. Haz- 
litt is often spasmodic, and his intrusive egotism is 
pettish and undignified. But so far at least as his 
style is concerned, Landor's unruffled abundant 
stream of continuous liarmony excites one's ad- 
miration the more the longer one reads. Hardly 
any one who has written so much has kept so uni- 
formly to a high level, and so seldom descended to 
empty verbosity or to downright slipshod. It is 
true that the substance does not always correspond 
to the perfection of the form. There are frequent 
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discontinuities of thought where the style is 
smoothest. He reminds one at times of those 
Alpine glaciers where an exquisitely rounded 
surface of snow conceals yawning crevasses be- 
neath; and if one stops for a moment to think, 
one is apt to break through the crust with an 
abrupt and annoying jerk. 

The eKcellence of Landor's style has, of course, 
been universally acknowledged, and it is natural 
that it should be more appreciated by his fellow- 
craftsmen than by general readers less interested 
in technical questions. The defects are the na- 
tural complements of its merits- When accused 
of being too figurative, he had a ready reply. 

Wordsworth [he says in one of his Conversations], 
slithers on the soft mud, and cannot stop hinrself 
until he comes down. In his poetry there is as much 
of prose as there is of poetry in the prose of Milton. 
But prose on certain occasions can bear a great deal 
of poetry; on the other hand, poetry sinks and 
swoons under a. moderate weight of prose, and neither 
fan nor burnt feather can bring her to herself again. 

The remark about the relations of prose and poetry 
was originally made in a real conversation with 
Wordsworth in defence of Landor's own luxuriance. 
Wordsworth, it is said, took it to himself, and not 
without reason, as appears by its insertion in this 
Conversation. The retort, however happy, is no 
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more conclusive than other cases of the tu quoque. 
We are too often inclined to say to Laodor as 
Southey says to Porson in another place: "Pray 
leave these tropes and metaphors." His sense 
suffers from a superfetation of figures, or from the 
undue pursuit of a figure, till the*' wind of the poor 
phrase is cracked." In the phrase just quoted^ 
for example, we could dispense with the " fan and 
burnt feather," which have very little relation to 
the thought. So, to take an instance of the ex- 
cessively florid, 1 may quote the phrase in which 
Marvell defends his want of respect for the aris- 
tocracy of his day. "Ever too hard upon great 
men. Mr. Marvell!" says Bishop Parker; and 
MarvcU replies; 



Little men in lofty places, who throw long shadows 
because our sun is setting; the men £o little and the 
places BO lofty that, casting my pebble, I only show 
where they stand. They would be less contented 
with themselves, if they had obtained their prefer- 
ment honestly. Ltick and dexterity always give 
more pleasure than intellect and knowledge; because 
they fill up what they fall on to the brim at once; 
und people run to Ihem with acclamations at the 
■plaah. Wisdom is reserved and noiseless, contented 
with hard earnings, and daily letting go some early 
ftCquiBition to make room for better specimens. But 
great \% the exultation of a worthless man when he 
ncoivea for the chtpg and raspings of his Bridewell 
logwooil ft richer reward than the best and wisest for 
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extensive tracts o£ well-cleared truths! 
has sold his country' 



Even he who 



■ 



''Forbear, good Mr. Marvell.*' says Bishop 
Parker; and one is inclined to sympatbiae with 
the poor man drowned under this cascade of tropes. 
It Is certainly iniposing, but I should be glad to 
know the meaning of the metaphor about "luck 
and dexterity." Passages occur, again, in which 
we are tempted to think that Landor is falling 
into an imitation of an obsolete model. Take, for 
ejcample, the following: 

A narrow mind cannot be enlaj^d, oor can a 
capacious one be contracted. Are we angry with 3 
phial for not being a flask; or do we wonder Lhat the 
skin of an elephant Jiits uneasily on a squirrel? 

Or this, in reference to Wordsworth: 

Pastiness and flatness are the qualities of a pan- 
cake, and thus far he attained his aim: but if he 
means it for me. let him place the accessories 00 the 
table, lest what is insipid and clammy , , , grow 
into duller accretion and molster viscidity the more 
I masticate it. 

Or a remark given to Newton : 

Wherever there is vacuity of mind, there must 
either be flacddity or craving ; and this vacuity must 
necessarily be found in the greater part of princes, 
from the defects of their education, from the fear of 
emending them in its progress by interrogations and 
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admonitioiis, from the h&bit of rendering all thingfi 
valueless by the facility with which they ai^ obtained, 
and tran^tory by the neghgence flith which they arc 
received and hotden. 

Should we not remove the naines of Person and 
Newton from these sentences and substitute Sam 
Johnson ? The last passage reads very like a quo- 
tation from the Ramble. Johnson was< in my 
opinion and in Lander's, a great writer in spite of 
his mannerism; but the mannerism is always 
rather awkward and in such places we seem to 
see — certainly not a squirrel — bat, say, a thorough- 
bred horse invested with the skin of an elephant. 

These lapses into the inflated are» of course, 
exceptional with Landor, There can be no ques- 
tion of the fineness of his perception in all matters 
of literary form. To say that his standard of 
style is classical is to repeat a commonplace too 
obvious for repetition, except to add a doubt 
whether he is not often too ostentatious and self- 
conscious in his classicism. He loves and often 
exhibits a masculine simplicity, and speaks witli 
enthusiasm of Locke and Swift in their own de- 
partments. Locke is to be "revered;'' heis"too 
3tmply grand for admiration;" and no one, he 
thinks, ever had such a power as Swift of saying 
forcibly and completely whatever he meant to 
iBV^ But for his own purposes he generally pre- 
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fers a different model. The qualities which he 
specially claims seem to be summed up in the 
conversation upon Bacon's Essays between NeiJv'- 
ton and Barrow. Cicero and Bacon, says Barrow, 
have more wisdom between them than all the 
philosophers of antiquity. Newton's review of 
th^ Essaysj he adds, 

hath bfOTight back to -my recollection so much of 
shrewd judgment, so much of r^ch imagery, such a 
profusion of truths^so plain as (without his manner of 
exhibiting them) to appear almost unimportant, that 
in various high qualities of the human mind I must 
acknowledge ncit only Cicero, but every prose writer 
among the Greeks, to stand far below him. Cicero is 
least valued for his highest merits, his fulness, and 
his perspicuity. Bad judges (and how few are not 
so !) desire in composition the concise and obscure ; not 
knowing that the une most frequently arises from pau- 
city of materials, and the other from inability to man- 
age and dispose them. 

Landor aims, like Bacon, at rich imagery, at 
giving to thoughts which appear plain more value 
by fineness of expression, and at compressing 
shrewd judgments into weighty aphorisms. He 
would equally rival Cicero in fukiess and perspicu- 
ity: wliilst a severe rejection of everything slov- 
enly or superfluous would save him from ever 
deviating into the merely florid. So far as style 
can be really separated from thought, we may 
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admit unreservedly that he has succeeded in his 
aim, and has attained a rare harmony of tone 
and colouring. 

There may. indeed, be some doubt as to his 
perspicuity. Southey said that Landor was ob- 
scure, whilst adding that he could not explain the 
cause of the obscurity. Causes enough may be 
suggested. Besides his incoherency, his love of 
figures which sometimes become half detached 
from the underlying thought, and an over-anxiety 
to avoid mere smartness which scimetimes leads 
to real vagueness, he expects too much from his 
readers, or perhaps despises them too much. He 
will not condescend to explanation if you do not 
catch his drift at half a word. He is so desirous 
to round off his transitions gracefully, that he 
obliterates the necessary indications of the main 
divisions of the subject. When criticising Milton 
or Dante, he can hardly keep his hand off the 
finest passages in his desire to pare away super- 
fluities. Treating himself in the same fashion, he 
leaves none of those little signs which, like the 
typographical hand prefixed to a notice, are ex- 
tremely convenient, though strictly superfluous. 
It is doubtless unpleasant to have the hard frame- 
work of logical divisions showing too distinctly in 
an argument, or to have a too elaborate statement 
of dates and places and external relations in a 
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romance. But such aids to the memory may be 
removed too freely. The building may be injured 
in taking away the scaffolding. Faults of this 
kind, however, will not explain Landor's failure 
to get a real hold upon a large body of readera. 
Writers of far greater obscurity and much more 
repellant blemishes of style to set against much 
lower merits, have gained a far wider popularity. 
The want of sympathy between so eminent a 
Eterary artist and his time must rest upon some 
deeper divergence of sentiment, Landor's writ- 
ings present the same kind of problem as his life. 
We are told, and we can see for ourselves, that he 
was a man of many very high and many very 
amiable quaUties. He was full of chivalrous feel- 
ing; capable of the most flowing and delicate 
court€sy; easily stirred to righteous indignation 
against every kind of tjTanny and bigotry; capa- 
ble, too, of a tenderness pleasantly contrasted 
witli his outbursts of passing wrath; passionately 
fond of children, and a true lover of dogs. B\it 
with all this, he could never live long at peace with 
anybody. He was the most impracticable of men, 
and every turning-point in his career was decided 
by some vehement quarrel. He had to leave 
school in. consequence of a quarrel, trifling in it- 
self, but aggravated by "a fierce defiance of all 
authority and a refusal to ask forgiveness." He 
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acrape at O^Eford, and 
to msticate him. This 
mto a qaarrei with hk father. 
be set op ^s a ootmtiy gentleman at Llan- 
Ahbey, he maaagcd to Quarrd with his 
hk teoants, until the aconmilaU 
to 1» purse forced him to go to 
Italy. On the Toad thither he bc^an the ^rsi of 
qottreb with his wife, which ultimately 
into a chiimk: quarrel and drove him 
b> England. Prom England he was fmally 
bv another quarrel which drove him 
to Italy. Intermediate quarrels of minor 
are intercalated between those which 
provoked dedsi^-e crises- The lightheartedness 
which provtAed all these difficiUties is not more 
remaitoblc than the ease with which he threw 
them off hAs mind. Blown hither and thtther by 
his own gusts of passion, he always seems to fall 
on his feet, and forgets his trouble as a schoolboy 
foiTgcts yesterday's Bogging. On the first tran- 
sitory" separation from his wife, he made himself 
quite happy by writing f^atin verses; and he 
always seems to have found sufficient consolation 
in such literary occupation for vexations which 
would have driven some people out of their mind. 
He would not. he writes, encounter the rudeness 
of a certain lawyer to save all his property ; but 
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he adds, " I have chastised him in my Latin poetry 
now in the press." Such a mode of chastisement 
seems to have been as completely satisfactory to 
Landor as it doubtless was to the lawyer. 

His quarrels do not alienate us, for it is evident 
that they did not proceed from any malignant 
passion. If his temper was ungovernable, his 
passions were not odious, or, in any low sense, 
selfish. In many, if not all, of his quarrels he 
seems to have had at least a very strong show of 
right on his side, and to have put himself in the 
wrong by an excessive insistence upon his own 
dignity. He was one of those ingenious people 
who always contrive to be punctilious in the wrong 
place. It is amusing to observe how Scott gen- 
erally bestows upon his heroes so keen a sense of 
honour that he can hardly save them from running 
their heads against stone walls ; whilst to their fol- 
lowers he gives an abundance of shrewd sense 
which fully appreciates Falstaff's theor>^ of honour, 
Scott himself managed to combine the two quali- 
ties; but poor Landor seems to have had Hot- 
spur's readiness to quarrel on the tenth part of a 
hair without the redeeming touch of common- 
sense. In a slightly different social sphere, he 
must, one would fancy, have been the mark of a 
dozen bullets before he had grown up to manhood ; 
it is not quite clear how, even as it was^ he avoided 




Hours in a Library 

duels, unless because he regarded the practice as 
a Christian barbarism to which the ancients had 
never condescended. 

His position and surroundings tended to aggra- 
vate his incoherencies of statementn Like his own 
Peterborough, he was a man of aristocratic feeling, 
with a hearty contempt for aristocrats. The ex- 
pectation that he would one day join the ranks of 
the country gentlemen unsettled him as a scholar; 
and when he became a landed proprietor he de- 
spised his fellow "barbarians" with a true scholar's 
contempt. He was not forced into the ordinary 
professional groove, and yet did not fully imbibe 
the prejudices of the class who can afford to be 
idle, and the natural result is an odd mixture of 
conflicting prejudices, He is classical in taste and 
cosmopolitan in life, and yet he always retains 
a certain John-Bull elements His preference of 
Shakespeare to Racine is associated with, if not 
partly prompted by, a mere English antipathy to 
foreigners. He never becomes Italianised so far 
as to lose his contempt for men whose ideas of 
sport rank larks with the orthodox partridge. 
He abuses Castlere^h and poor George HI, to 
his heart's content, and so far flies in the face of 
British prejudice : but it is by no means as a sym- 
pathiser with foreign innovations. His republi- 
canism is strongly dashed with old-fashioned con- 
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servatisni, and he is proud of a doubtfiU descent 
from old worthies of the true English type. 
Through all his would-be paganism we feel that 
at bottom he is after all a true-bom and wrong- 
headed Englishman H He never, like SheUey, 
pushed his quairel with the old order to the ex- 
treme, but remained in a solitary cave of AduHam. 
"There can be no great genius," says Penn to 
Peterborough, ''where there is not profound and 
continued reasoning," The remark is too good 
for Pcnnj and yet it would be dangerous in 
Landor's own mouth; for certainly the defect 
which most strikes us, both in his life and his 
writings, is just the inconsistency which leaves 
most people as the reasoning powers dcvelop. 
His work was marred by the unreasonableness of 
a nature so impetuous and so absorbed by any 
momentary gust of passion that he could never 
bring his thoughts or his plans to a focus, or con- 
form them to a general scheme. His prejudices 
master him both in speculation and practice. He 
cannot fairly rise above them, or govern them by 
reference to general principles or the permanent 
interests of his Ufe, In the vulgar phrase, he is 
always rea<ly to cut off hts nose to spite his face. 
He buarrels with his schoolmaster or his wife. In 
an instant he is all fire and fury, runs amuck at 
his best friends, and does irreparable mischief. 
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Some men might try to atone for such offences by 
remorse, Lander, unluckily for himself, could 
forget the past as easily as he could ignore the 
future. He lives only in the present^ and can 
throw himself into a favourite author or compose 
Latin verses or an imaginary conversation as 
though schoolmasters or wives, or duns or critics, 
had no existence. With such a temperament, 
Teasoning. which implies patient contemplation 
and painful Hberation from prejudice, has no fair 
chance; his principles are not the growth of 
thought, but the translation into dogmas of in- 
tense likes and dislikes, which have grown up in 
his mind he scarcely knows how. and gathered 
strength by sheer force of repetition instead of 
deliberate examination- 

His ^^Titi^gs reflect — and in some ways only too 
faithfully — these idiosyncrasies. Southey said 
that his temper was the only explanation of his 
faults- " Never did man represent himself in his 
writings so much less generous, less just, less com- 
passionate, less noble in all respects than he really 
is. 1 certainly," he adds, " never knew anyoneof 
brighter genius or of kinder heart/' Southey, no 
doubt, was in this case resenting certain attacks 
of Landor's upon his most cherished opinions; 
and» truly, nothing but continuous separation 
could have preser\'ed the friendship between two 
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men so peremptorily opposed upon so many 
essential points, Sonthey's criticism, though 
sharpened by such latent antagonisms^ has really 
much force- The Conv^sations give much tliat 
Landor's friends would have been glad to ^ore; 
and yet they present such a full-length portrait of 
the man, that it is better to dwell upon them than 
upon his poetry, which, moreover, with all its fine 
qualities, is (I cannot help thinking) of less in- 
trinsic value. The ordinary reader, however, is 
repelled from the Conversations not only by mere 
inherent difficulties, but by comments which raise 
a false expectation. An easy-going critic is apt 
to assume of any book that it exactly fulfils tlie 
ostensible aim of the author. So we are told of 
Shakespeare's Ejcaminatiort (and on the high au- 
thority of Charles Lamb), that no one could have 
written it except Landor or Shakespeare himself. 
When Bacon is introduced, we are assured that 
the aphorisms introduced are worthy of Bacon 
himself. What Cicero is made to say is exactly 
what he would have said, ''if he could;" and the 
dialogue between Walton, Cotton, and Oldways 
is, of course, as good as a passage from the Com- 
plete Angler. In the same spirit we are told that 
the dialogues were to he "one-act dramas;" and 
we are informed how the great philosophers, states- 
men, poets, and artists of all ages did in fact pass 
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across the stage, each represented to the life, and 
each discoursing in his most adniirable style. 

All this is easy to say, but unluckily represents 
what the Conversations would have been had they 
been perfect- To say that they are very far from 
perfect is only to say that they were the composi- 
tions of a man ; but Lander was also a man to 
whom his best friends would hardly attribute a 
remarkable immunity from fault. TJie dialogue, 
it need hardly be remarked, is one of the most 
difficult of all forms of composition. One rule, 
however, would be generally admitted. Landor 
defends his digressions on the ground that they 
always occur in real conversations. If we ''ad- 
here to one point," he says (in Southey's person), 
" it is a disquisition, not a conversation." And he 
adds, with one of his wilful back-handed blows at 
Plato, that most writers of dialogue plunge into 
abstruse questions, and "collect a heap of argu- 
ments to be blown away by the bloated whifF of 
some rhetorical charlatan tricked out in a multi- 
plicity of ribbons for the occasion." Possibly! 
but for all that, the perfect dialogue ought not, 
we should say, to be really incoherent. It should 
include digressions, but the digressions ought to 
return upon the main subject. The art consists in 
preserving real unity in the midst of the super- 
ficial deviations rendered easy by this form of 
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composition. The facility of digression is reaUy 
a temptation, not a privilege. Anybody can 
write blank verse of a kind, because it so easily 
slips into prose ; and that is why good blank verse 
is so rare. And so anybody can write a decent 
dialogue if you allow him to ramble as we all do in 
actual talk. The finest philosophical dialogues 
are those in which a complete logical framework 
underiies the dramatic structure. They are a 
perfect fusion of logic and imagination. Instead 
of harsh divisions and cross divisions of the sub- 
ject, andabalance of abstract arguments^ we have 
vivid portraits of human beings, each embodying a 
different line of thought. But the logic is still 
seen, though the more carefully hidden the more 
exquisite the skill of the artist. And the purely 
artistic dialogue which describes passion or the 
emotions arising from a given situation should in 
the same way set forth a single idea, and preserve 
a dramatic unity of conception at least as rigidly 
as a full-grown play. So far as Landor used his 
facilities as an excuse for rambling, instead of so 
skilfully subordinating them to the main purpose 
as to reproduce new variations on the central 
theme, he is clearly in error, or is at least aiming 
at a lower kind of excellence. And this, it may 
be sakl at once, seems to be the most radical de- 
fect in point of composition of Landor's Conversa- 



204 




Hours in a Library 



tions. They have the fault which his real talk is 
said to have exemplified. We are told that his 
temperament "disqualified him for anything like 
sustained reasoning, and he instinctively backed 
away from discussion or argument,'* Many of 
the written dialogues arc a pixjlonged series of 
explosions ; when one expects a continuous devel- 
opment of a theme, they arc monotonous thiinder- 
growls. Landor undoubtedly had a sufficient 
share of dramatic power to write short dialogues 
expressing a single situation with most admirable 
power, delicacy, and firmness of touch. Nor. 
again, does the criticism just made refer to those 
longer dialogues which are in reality a mere string 
of notes upon poems or proposals for refonnE in 
spelling. The slight dramatic form binds to- 
gether his pencillings from the margins of Paradise 
Lost or Wordsworth's poems very pleasantly, and 
enables him to give additional effect to vivacious 
outbursts of praise or censure. But the more 
elaborate dialogues siifTer grievously from this 
absence of a true unity. There is not that skilful 
evolution of a central idea ^"ithout the rigid 
formality of scientific discussion which we admire 
in the real masterpieces of the art. We have a con- 
glomerate, not an organic growth; a series of 
observations set forth with never-failing elegance 
of style, and often witb singular keenness of per- 
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ception; but they do not take us beyond the 
starting-point. \Vhen Robinson Crusoe crossed 
the Pyrenees, his guide led him by such dexterous 
windings and gradual ascents that he found him- 
self across the mountains before he knew where ho 
was. With Landor it is just the opposite. After 
many digressions and ramblings wo find ourselves 
back on the same side of the original question. 
We are marking time with admirable gracefulness, 
but somehow we are not advancing. Naturally 
flesh and blood grow weary when there is no ap- 
parent end to a discussion, except that the author 
must in time be wearied of performing variations 
upon a single theme. 

We arc more easily reconciled to some other 
faults which are rather due to expectations raised 
by his critics than to positive errors. No one^ for 
example, would care to notice an anachronism, if 
Landor did not occasionally put in a claim for 
accuracy. I have no objection whatever to allow 
Hooker to console Bacon for his loss of the chan- 
cellorship .in calm disregard of the fact that Hooker 
died some twenty years before Bacon rose to that 
high office. The fault can be amended by sub- 
stituting any other name for Hooker's. Nor do I 
at all wish to find in Landor that kind of archaeo- 
logical accuracy which is sought by some com- 
posers of historical romances. Were it not that 
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critics have asserted the opposite, it would be 
hardly worth while to say that Landor's style 
seldom condescends to adapt itself to the mouth 
of the speaker, and that from Demosthenes to 
Person every interlocutor has palpably the true 
Landorian trick of speech. Here and there, it is 
true, the elfecl is rather unpleasant, Pericles and 
Aspasia are apt to indulge in criticism of English 
customs, and no weak regard for time and place 
prevents Eubulides from denouncing Canning to 
Demosthenes, The classical dress becomes so thin 
on such occasions, that even the small degree of 
illusion which one may fairly desiderate is too 
rudely interrupted. The actor does not disguise 
his voice enough for theatrical purposes. It is 
perhaps a more serious fault that the dialogue 
constantly lapses into monologue. We might 
often remove the names of the talkers as useless 
interruptions. Some conversations might as weD 
be headed, in legal phraseology, Landor v. Landor, 
or at most Landor v. Landor and another — the 
other being some wretched man of straw or Guy 
Fawkes effigy dragged in to be belaboured with 
weighty aphorisms and talk obtrusive nonsense. 
Hence some times we resent a little the taking in 
vainof the name of some old friend. It is rather too 
hard upon Sam Johnson to be made a mere '* pas- 
sive bucket" into which Home Tooke may pump 
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his philolugical notions, with scarcely a feeble 
sputter or two to represent his smashing retorts. 

There is yet axiother criticism or two tu be added. 
The extreme scrupulosity with which Landor 
polishes his style and removes superfluities from 
poetical narrative. smcx>thiiig them at times till 
we can hardly grasp them, might have been ap- 
plied to some of the wanton digressions in which 
the dialogues abound. We should have been 
glad if he had ruthlessly cut out two thirds of the 
conversation between Richelieu and others, in 
which some charming English pastorals are mixed 
up with a quantity of unmistaJcable rubbish. 
But, for the most part, we can console ourselves 
by a smile. When Landor lowers his head and 
charges bull-like at the phantom o£ some king or 
priest, we are prepared for, and amused by, his 
impetuosity^ Malesherbes discourses with great 
point and vigour upon French literature, and may 
fairly divei^e into a little politics; but it is cer- 
tainly comic when he suddenly remembers one of 
Landor's pet grievances, and the unlucky Rous- 
seau has to discuss a question for which few people 
could be more ludicrously unfit — the details of a 
plan for reforming the instiUition of English jus- 
tices of the peace. The grave dignity with which 
the subject is introduced gives additional piquancy 
to the absurdity. An occasional laugh at Landor 
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is the more valuable because, to say the truth, one 
is not very likely to laugh with him- Nothing is 
more difficult for an author— as Landor himself 
obser\-es in reference to Milton — than to decide 
upon his own merits as a wit or humourist. I am 
not quite sure that this is tmc; for I have cer- 
tainly found authora distinctly fallible in judging 
of their own merits as poets and philosophers. 
But it is undeniable that many a man laughs at 
his own wit who has to laugh alone. I will not 
take upon myself to say that Landor was without 
humour; he has certainly a delicate gracefulness 
which may be classed with the finer kinds of hu- 
mour; but if anybody (to take one instance) will 
read the story which Chaucer tells to Boccaccio 
and Petrarch and pronounce it to be amusing, I 
can only say that his notions of humour differ 
materially from mine. Some of his wrathful satire 
s^ainst kings and priests has a vigour which is 
amusir^ ; but the tact which enables him to avoid 
errors of taste of a difTerent kind often fails him 
when he tries the facetious. 

Blemishes such as these go some way, perhaps, 
to account for Landor's unpopularity. But ihcy 
are such as might be amply redeemed by his vigour, 
his fulness, and unflagging eneigy of style. There 
is no equally voluminous author of great power 
who does not fall short of his own highest achieve- 
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ments in a large part of his work, and who is not 
open to the remark that his achievements are not 
all that we could have wished. It is doubtless 
best to take what we can get, and not to repine if 
we do not get something better^ the possibility of 
which is suggested by the actual accomplishment. 
If Landor had imited to his own powers those of 
Scott or Shakespeare, he would have been im- 
proved- Landor, repenting a little for some cen- 
sures of Milton^ says to Southey, "Are we not 
somewhat Uke two little beggar-boys who, for- 
getting that they arc in tatters, sit noticing a few 
stains and rentain their father's raiment?'' "But 
they love him/' replies Southcy, and we feel the 
apology to be sufficient. 

Can we make it in the case of Landor? Is he a 
man whom we can take to our hearts, treating hfe 
vagaries and ill-humours as we do the testiness of 
a valued friend? Or do we feel that he is one 
whom it b better to have for an acquaintance than 
for an intimate? The problem seems to have 
exercised those who knew him best in life. Many, 
like Southey or Napier. tho\ight him a roan of 
true nobility and tenderness of qjiaracter, and 
looked upon his defects as mere superficial blem- 
ishes. If some who came cli^ser seem to have had 
a rather different opinion, we must aUow that a 
man's personal defects are often unimportant in 
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hifl literary capacity. It has been laid down as a 
genera) rule that poets cannot get on with their 
wives ; and yet they are poets in virtue of being 
lovable at the core. Lander's domestic troubles 
n4X3d not indicate an incapacity for meeting our 
Kympathies any more than the domestic troubles 
of Shakespeare. Milton, Swift. Bums. Byron, 
Shelley, or many others. In his poetry a man 
Aould show his best self; and defects, important 
in the daily life which is made up of trifles, may 
cease to trouble us when admitted to the inmost 
recesses of his nature. 

Landor, undoubtedly, may be loved; but I 
fancy that he can be loved unreservedly only by 
a very narrow circle. For when we pass from the 
form to the substance — from the manner in which 
his message is delivered to the message itself— 
wc find that the superficial defects rise from very 
deep roots. Whenever we penetrate to the under- 
lying character, we find something harsh and un- 
congenial mixed with very high qualities. He has 
pronounced himself upon a wide range of sub- 
jects ; there is much criticism, some of it of a very 
rare and admirable order; much theological and 
political disquisition; and much exposition, in 
various forms, of the practical philosophy which 
every man imbibes according to his faculties in 
hi« passage through the world. It would be un- 
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desirable to discuss seriously his political or re- 
ligious notions. To say the truth, they are not 
really worth discussing, for they are little more 
than vehement explosions of unreasoning pre- 
judice. I do not know whether Landor would 
have approved the famous aspiration about 
strangling the last of kings with the entrails of the 
last priest, bat some such sentiment seems to sum 
up all that he really has to say. His doctrine so 
far coincides with that of Diderot ajid other revo- 
lutionists, though he has 00 sympathy with their 
social aspirations. His utterances, however, re- 
mind us too much— in substance, though not in 
form — of the rhetoric of debating societies. They 
are as factitious as the old-fashioned appeals to 
the memory of Brutus. They would doubtless 
make a sensation at the Union. Diogenes tells 
us that "all nations, all cities, all communities, 
should combine in one great hunt, like that of the 
Scythians at the approach of winter, and follow 
it" (the kingly power, to wit) ''up, unrelentingly 
to its perdition. The dtadera should designate 
the victim; all who wear it, all who ofEcr it, all 
who bow to it, should perish," Demosthenes, in 
less direct language, announces the same plan to 
Eubulides as the one truth, far more important 
than any other, and "more conducive to whatever 
is desirable to the well-educated and free." We 
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Mobs were every whit as vile as kings. He might 
have stood for Shakcspcare^s Coriolanus, if Corio- 
lanus had not an unfortunate want of taste in his 
language. Landor, indeed, being never much 
troubled as to consistency, is fond of dilating on 
the absurdity of any kind of hereditary rank ; but 
he sympathises, to his last fibre, with the spirit 
fostered by the existence of an aristocratic caste, 
and producible, so far as our experience has gone, 
in no other way. He is generous enough to hate 
all oppression in every fonn, and therefore to hate 
the oppression exercised by a noble as heartily as 
oppression exercised by a king. He is a big boy 
ready to fight any one who bullies his fag; but 
with no doubts as to the merits of fagging. But 
then he never chooses to look at the awkward 
consequences of his opinion. When talking of 
politics, an aristocracy full of virtue and talent, 
ruling on generous principles a people sufficiently 
educated to obey its natural leaders, is the ideal 
which is vaguely before his mind. To ask how it 
is to be produced without hereditary rank, or to 
be prevented from degenerating into a tyrannical 
oligarchy, or to be reconciled at all with mod- 
em principles, is simply to be impertinent. He 
answers all such questions by putting himself 
in imagination into the attitude of a Pericles 
or Demosthenes or Milton, fiUminating against 
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tyrants and keejiing the mob in its place by the 
ascendency of genius. To recommend Venice as 
a model is simply to say that you have nothing 
but contempt for ail politics. It is as if a lad 
should be asked whether he preferred to join a 
cavalry or an infantry r^ment. and should reply 
that he would only serve under Leonidas. 

His religious principles are in the same way little 
more than the assertion that he will not be fettered 
in mind or body by any priest on earth. The 
priest is to him what he was to the deists and 
materialists of the eighteenth century — a juggling 
impostor who uses superstition as an instrument 
for creeping into the confidence of women and 
cowards, and burning brave men; but he has no 
dreams of the advent of a religion of reason. He 
ridicules the notion that truth will prevail; it 
never has and it never will. At bottom he prefers 
paganism to Christianity because it was tolerant 
and encouraged art. and allowed philosophers to 
enjoy as much privilege as they can ever really 
enjoy — that of living in peace and knowing that 
their neighbours are harmless fools. After a 
fashion he likes his own version of Christianity, 
which is superficially that of many popular 
preachers: Be tolerant^ kindly, and happy, and 
don't wony your head about dogmas, or become 
a slave to priests. But then one also feels that 
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humility is generally regarded as an essential part 
of Christianity, and that in Landor's version it is 
replaced by something like its antithesis. You 
should do good, too, as you respect yourself and 
would be respected by men; but the chief good is 
the philosophic mind, which can wrap itself in its 
own consciousness of worth, and enjoy the finest 
pleasures of life without superstitious asceticism. 
Let the vulgar amuse themselves with the play- 
things of their creed, so long as they do not take 
to playing with faggots. Stand apart and enjoy 
your own superiority with good-natured contempt. 
One of his longest and, in this sense, most char- 
acteristic dialogues, is that between Penn and 
Peterborough. Peterborough is the ideal aris- 
tocrat with a contempt for the actual aristocracy; 
and Penn represents the rehgion of common- 
sense. " Teach men to calculate rightly and thou 
wilt have taught them to live religiously/' 15 
Penns sentiment, and perhaps not too unfaith- 
ful to the original. No one could have a more 
thorough contempt for the mystical clement in 
Quakerism than Landor; but he loves Quakers as 
sober, industrious, easy-going people, who regard 
good-humour and comfort as the ultimate aim of 
religious life, and who manage to do without 
lawyers or priests, Peterborough, meaatvhile, re- 
presents his other side — the haughty, energetic. 
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Shakespeare, The last might be denied on the 
ground of isolated expressions, " A rib of Shakes- 
peare,*' he says, "would have made a Milton; the 
same portion of Milton all poets bom ever since/' 
But he speaks of Shakespeare in conventional 
terms, and seldom quotes or alludes to him. 
When he touches Milton* his eyes brighten and his 
voice takes a tone of reverent enthusiasm. His 
ear is dissatisfied with everytliing for days and 
weeksafter the harmony of Paradise Lost. " Leav- 
ing this magnificent teraple, 1 am hardly to be 
pacified by the fairly-built chambers, the rich cup- 
boards of embossed plate^ and the omnigenous 
images of Shakespeare." That is his genuine im- 
pression. Some readers may appeal to that Ex- 
amination of Shakespeare which (as we have seen) 
was held by Lamb to be beyond the powers of any 
other writer except its hero. I confess that» in 
my opinion, Lamb could have himself drawn a 
far more sympathetic portrait of Shakespeare, 
and that Scott would have brought out the whole 
scene with incomparably greater \^vidness. Call 
it a morning m an English country-house in the 
sixteenth century, and it will be full of charming 
passages along with some laborious failures. But 
when we are forced to think of Slender and ShaUow 
and Sir Hugh Evans, and the Shakespearian 
method of portraiture, the personages in Landor's 
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talk seem half asleep and terribly given to twad- 
dle. His view of Dante is less equivocal. In the 
whole InfernOt Petrarca (evidently representing 
Landor) finds nothing admirable but the famous 
descriptions of Francesca and Ugolino. They are 
the "greater and lesser oases'' in a vast desert. 
And he would pare one of these fine passages to 
the quick, whilst the other provokes the remark 
("we must whisper it") that Dante is "the great 
master of the disgusting." He seems really to 
prefer Boccaccio and Ovid, to say nothing of 
Homer and Virgil. Plato is denounced still more 
unsparingly. From Aristotle and Diogenes down 
to Lord Chatham, assailants are set on to wony 
him, and tear to pieces his gorgeous robes with 
juflt an occasional perfunctory apology. Even 
Lady Jane Grey is deprived of her favourite, She 
consents on Ascham's petition to lay aside books. 
but she excepts Cicero, Epictetus, Plutarch, and 
Polybius: the "others I do resign;'* theyaregood 
for the arbour and garden walk, but not for the 
fireside or pillow. This is surely to wrong the poor 
soul: but Landor is intolerant in his enthusiasm 
for his philosophical favourites. Epicurus is the 
teacher whom he really delights to honour, and 
Cfcero is forced to confess in his last hours that 
he has nearly come over to the camp of his old 
ftdvQiwry. 
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It is easy to interpret the meaning of these 
prejudices. Landor hates and despises the ro- 
mantic and the mystic. He has not the least feel- 
ing for the art which owes its powers to suggestions 
of the infinite, or to symbols forced into grotesque- 
ness by the effort to express that for which no 
thought can be adequate. He refuses to bother 
himself with all^ory or dreamy speculation, and, 
unlike Sir T. Browne, hates to lose himself in an 
O Altitude! He cares nothing for Dante's inner 
thoughts, and sees only a hideous chamber of 
horrors in the Inferno. Plato is a mere com- 
piler of idle sophistries, and contemptible to the 
eommon-sense and worldly Tvisdom of Locke and 
Bacon. In the same spirit he despised Words- 
worth's philosophising as heartily as Jeffrey, and, 
though he tried to be just, could really see nothing 
in him except the writer of good rustic idylls, and 
of one good piece of paganism, the Laodamia.' 
From such a point of view he ranks him below 
Bums, Scott, and Cowper, and makes poor 
Southcy consent — Southey who ranked Words- 
worth with Milton! 

These tendencies arc generally summed up by 
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speaking of Landor's objectirity and HetknisoL 
I have no particular objection to those words ex- 
cept that the>' seem rather vague and to lea'i'e oiir 
problem untouched. A man may be as '*objec- 
tive" as you please in a sense, and as thoroughly 
imbued with the spirit of Greek art, and yet may 
manage to fall in with the spirit of our own times. 
The truth is, I fancy, that a simpler name may be 
given to Landor's tastes, and that we may find 
them exemplified nearer home. There is niany a 
good country gentleman who rides well to hounds, 
and is most heartily '"objective" in the sense of 
hating metaphysics and elaborate allegory and 
unintelligible art, and preferring a glass of wine 
and a talk with a charming young lady to mystic 
communings with the world-spirit; and as for 
Landor's Hellenism, that surely ought not to be 
an uncommon phenomenon in the region of Eng- 
lifih public schools. It is an odd circumstance 
that we should be so much puzzled by the very 
man who seems to realise precisely that ideal of 
culture upon which our most popular system of 
education is apparently moulded. Here at last 
Ik a man who is really simple-minded enough to 
take the habit of writing Latin verses seriously; 
making it a consolation in trouble as well as an 
elegant amusementn He hopes to rest his fame 
upon it, and even by a marvellous tour de jorce 
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'writes a great deal of English poetry which for all 
the world reads exactly like a first-rate copy of 
modem Greek iambics^ For once we have pro- 
duced, just what the sj'stem ought constantly to 
pr&lixcc, and yet we cannot make him out. 

The reason for our not producing more Landors 
is indeed pretty simple. Men of real poetic genius 
are exceec^gly rare at all times, and it is still rarer 
to find such a man who remains a schoolboy all 
his life. Landor is precisely a glorified and 
sublime edition of the model sixth-form lad, only 
with an unusually strong infusion of schoolboy 
perversion. Perverse lads, indeed, generally kick 
over the traces at an earlier point, and refuse to 
learn anything. Boys who take kindly to the 
classical system are generally good— that is to say, 
docile. They develop into prosaic tutors and 
professors; or, when the cares of life begin to 
press, they start their cargo of classical lumber 
and fill the void with law or politics. Landor's 
pectdiar temperament led him lo kick against au- 
thority, whilst he yet imbibed the spirit of the 
teaching fully, and in some respects rather too 
fully. He was a rebel against the outward form, 
and yet more faithful in spirit than most of the 
obedient subjects. 

The impatient and indomitable temper which 
made quiet or continuous meditation impossible, 
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and the arritfcntal dn mnwlan c CT of his life, left 
hiiii m poa Bem oo of qualities which af« m most 
men subdued or expcElcd hj the hard discipline o( 
life. Bnx^it mto inqnlave c^dUaoa with all 
lands g£ aatbofitica, he set up a kind of scboolbay 
repoMica nisi n, and tised 2JI his poetic eloquence 
to gire it an air of reality. But he never cared to 
brii^ it into harmoay with any definite s>-steiti of 
thcnjght, or kt his oatbuists of temper txaosport 
him into sfttkd antagonism with accepted prin- 
ciples. He troubled himself just as little about 
tbeok^ical as about political theories ; he was as 
utterly Smpervious as the dullest of squires to the 
mystic philosophy imported by Coleridge, and 
found the world quite rich enough in sources of 
cnjo>-ment without tormenting himself about the 
luiseen, and the ugly superstitions which thrive 
in mental twilight. But he had quarrelled with 
parsons as much as with lawyers, and could not 
stand the thought of a priest interfering with his 
affairs or limiting his amusements. And so he set 
up as a tolerant and hearty disciple of Epicurus. 
Chivalrous sentiment and an exquisite perception 
of the beautiful saved him from any gross in- 
terpretation of his master's principles; although, 
to say the truth, he shows an occasional laxity 
on some points which savours of the easy-going 
pagan, or perhaps of the noble of the old school 
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Ag he grew up he drank deep of English Hterature. 
and sympathised with the grand republican pride 
of Milton — as sturdy a rebel as himself, and a 
still nobler because more serious rhetorician. He 
went to Italy, and, as he imbibed Italian litera- 
ture, Bympatbised witJi the joyous spirit of Boc- 
caccio and the eternal boyishness of classical art, 
Mediffivalism and all mystic philosophies remained 
unintelligible to this true-bom Englishman. Irri- 
tated rather than humbled by his incapacity, he 
cast them aside, pretty much as a sc)ioolboy might 
throw a Plato at the head of a pedantic master. 

The best and most attractive dialogues are 
those in which he can give free play to this Epi- 
curean sentiment; forget his political mouthing, 
and inoculate us for the moment with the spirit of 
youthful enjoyment. Nothing can be more per- 
fectly charming in its way than Epicurus in his 
exquisite garden, discoursing on his pleasant knoll, 
where, with v4olets, cyclamens, and convolvuluses 
clustering round, he talks to his lovely girl- 
disciples upon the true theory of life— temperate 
enjoyment of all refined pleasures, forgetfulness 
of all cares, and converse with true chosen spirits 
far from the noise of the profane vulgar : of the 
art, in short, by which a man of fine cultivation 
may make the most of this life, and leam to 
take death as a calm and happy subsidence into 



ma Livaiy 





m which 

mwt^as precept, 

tbe T^st SQpenoriCy 

PDfitics. as be 

i-T 2r^ tbc ''sad 

T — n ':-aai>ess and 

-^ttt aj^ moods id 

^ to five in 

art have done 

topnal! :"-.: -:.:.- .res 

Onlf k Boost be admitted 
for the million. And 
is in the PentameTOD 
, 90 vrndly coloured by so 
BDd sadi AftT TTitTip little 
B^ titti ve seem almost to 
poet boisticg himself on 
steed, to ba\~e tistencd to the 
fblbimi the little flirtatioDs 
poets take so kindly an interest ; 
Tfm±y to paidoo certain useless 
d T f^*'^* vsgKries. and to overlook 
Afiy fittie kxity of inomlfi. 
BttOV of the shorter and more dram- 
hftvc « nrc cbann, and the critic 
Analyse, if be can, their technical 




Landor s Imaginary Conversations 225 



qualities. But little explanation can be needed, 
after reading them, of Lpandor's want of popular- 
ity. If he had applied one-tenth part of his lit- 
'trary skill to expand commonplace sentiment ; if 
he had talked that kind of gentle twaddle by 
which some recent essayists edify their readers, 
he might have succeeded in gaining a wide popu- 
larity. Or if he had been really, as some writers 
seem to fancy, a deep and systematic thinker as 
well as a most admirable artist, he might have 
extorted a hearing even while provoking dissent. 
But his boyish waywardness has disqualified him 
from reaching the deeper sympathies of either 
class. We feel that the most superViuman of 
schoolboys has really a rather shallow view of 
life. His various outbursts of wrath amuse us at 
best when they do not bore» even though they 
take the outward form of philosophy or statesman- 
ship. He has really no answer or vestige of answer 
for any problems of his, nor indeed of any other 
time, for he has no basis of serious thought. AH 
he can say is, ultimately, that he feels himself in 
a very imcongenial atmosphere, from which it is 
delightful to retire, in imagination, to the society 
of Epicurus, or the study of a few literary master- 
pieces. That may be very true, but it can be in- 
teresting only to a few men of similar taste; and 
men of profound insight, whetlier of the poetic or 
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the philosophic temperament, are apt to be vexed 
by his hasty dogmatism and irritable rejection of 
much which deserved his sympathy. His wanton 
quarrel with the world has been avenged by the 
world's indifference. We may re^et the result 
when we see what rare qualities !mve been cruelly 
wasted, but we cannot fairly shut our eyes to the 
fact that the world has a very strong case. 
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Lord Macaulav was pre-eminently a fortunate 
man; and his good fortime has survived him. 
Few, indeed, in the long line of English authors 
whom he loved so well, have been equaLy happy 
in a biographer. Most ofHcial biographies are a 
mixture of bungling and indiscretion. It is only 
in virtue of srame !iappy coincidence that the one 
or two people who alone have the requisite know- 
ledge can produce also the requisite skill and dis- 
cretion. Mr. Trevelyan is one of the exceptions 
to the rule. His book is such a piece of thorough 
literary workmanship as would have delighted its 
subject. By a rare felicity, the almost filial affec- 
tion of the narrator conciliates the reader instead 
of exciting a distrust of the narrative. We feel 
that Macaulay's must have been a lovable char- 
acter to excite such warmth of feeling, and a noble 
character to enable one who loved him to speak so 
frankly. The ordinary biographer's idolatry is 
not absent, but it becomes a testimony to the 
hero's excellence instead of introducing a disturb- 
ing element into our estimate of his merits, 
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No reader of Macaulay's works will be surprised 
at the manliness which is stamped not less plainly 
'lipon them than upon his whole career. But few 
Who were not in some degree behind the scenes 
would be prepared for the tenderness o£ nature 
which IS equally conspicuous. We all recognised 

lacaulay a lover of truth and political honour. 

find no more than we expected, when we are 
told that the one circumstance upon which he 
looked back with some regret was the unauthorised 
publication by a constituent of a letter in which 
he had spoken too frankly of a pohtical ally. That 
is indocd on infinitesimal stain upon the character 
of a man who rose without wealth or connection, 
by sheer force of intellect, to a conspicuous posi- 
tion amongst politicians. But we find something 
more than we expected in the singular beauty of 
Macaulay's domestic life. In his relations to his 
{athcr, his sisters, and the younger generation, he 
waa admirable. The stem rehgious principle and 
id absorption in philanthroptc labours of 
lary Macaulay must have made the posi- 
tion of his brilliant son anything but an easy one. 
Ho could har<lly read a novel, or contribute to a 
worldly miignrinc. without calling down something 
liWi" n irpiTH^f. The fatlier seems to have indulged 
in Uie \'cry questionable practice of listening to 
vague gosaip about this son's conduct, and de- 
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manding explanations From the supposed culprit. 
The stem old gentleman carefully suppressed his 
keen satisfaction at his son's first oratorical suc- 
ccsst and, instead of praising him, groxv'led at him 
for folding his arms in the presence of royalty. 

I Majiy sons have tumtxl into consummate hypo- 
crites under such paternal discipline; and, as a 
rule, the system ia destructive of anything like 
mutual confidence, Macaulay seems, in spite of 
b11, to have been on the most cordial terms with his 
father to the last. Some suppression of his senti- 
ments must indeed have been necessary; and we 
cannot avoid tracing certain peculiarities of the 
son's intellectual career to his having been con- 
demned from an eariy age to habitual reticence 

I upon the deepest of all subjects of thought, 

Macaulay *s relations to his sisters are sufficiently 
revealed in a long scries of charming letters, 
showing, both in their playfulness and in their 
literary and political discussions, the imrcserved 
respect and confidence which united them. One 
of them writes upon his death: 

We have lost the light of our home, the most tender, 
loving, generous, unselfish, devoted of friends. What 
he was to me for fifty years who can tell? What a 
world of love he poured out upon me and mine! 

Reading these words at the close of the biogra- 
phy, we do not wonder at the glamour of sisterly 
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affection ; but admit them to be the natural ex- 
pression of a perfectly sincere conviction. Can 
there be higher praise? His relation to children is 
equally charming. *'He was beyond coniparison 
the best of playfellows,'' writes Mr. Trevelyan; 
"unrivalled in the invention of gameSn and never 
weary of repeating them." He wrote long letters 
to his favourites; he addressed pretty little poems 
to them on their birthdays, and composed long 
nursery rhymes for their edification ; whilst over- 
whelmed with historical labours, and gjudgtng the 
demands of society^ he would dawdle away whole 
mornings with them^ and spend the afternoon in 
taking them to sights ; he would build up a den 
with newspapers behind the sofa, and act the part 
of tiger or brigand ; he would take them to the 
Tower, or Madame Tussaud's, or the Zo6logical 
Gardens, make puns to enliven the Polytechnic, 
and tell innumerable anecdotes to animate the 
statues in the British Museum; nor, as they grew 
older, did he negl«!t the more dignified duty of 
inoculating them with the literary tastes which 
ha/l been the consolation of his life. Obviously he 
was the ideal uncle— ^the uncle of optimistic fiction, 
but with qualifications for his ta&k such as few 
fictitious uncles can possess. It need hardly be 
added that Macaulay was a man of noble liberality 
in money matters, that he helped his family when 
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they were in difficulties, and was beloved by the 
servants who depended upon him. In his domes- 
tic relations he had, according to his nephew, only 
one serious fault — he did not appreciate canine 
excellence ; but no man is perfect. 

The thorough kindliness of the man reconciles 
us even to his good fortune. He was an infant 
phenomenon; the best boy at school i in his 
college days, "ladies, artists, politicians, and 
diners-out" at Bowood, formed a circle to hear 
him talk, from breakfast to dinner-time; he was 
famous as aji author at twenty -five; accepted as 
a ^eat parJiamcntary orator at thirty; and, as a 
natural consequence, caressed with effusion by 
editors, politicians, Whig ma^ates. and the 
clique of Holland House; by thirty -three he had 
become a man of mark in society, literature, and 
politics, and had secured his Fortune by gaining a 
seat in the Indian Council. His later career was 
a series of triumphs. He had beer the main sup- 
port of the greatest literar>" oi^an of his party, 
and the Essays republished from its pages became 
at once a standard work. The Lays of AncietU 
Rome sold like Scott's most popular poetry; the 
History caused an excitement almost unparalleled 
in literary annals. Not only was the first sale 
enormous, but it has gone on ever since increasing. 
The popular author was equally popular in Parlia- 
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it has been said, too good a hater. At any 

me, he bated vice, meanness, and charlatanism. 

ft m easier to hate such things too little than too 

^ tip H* But it must be admitted that his likes and 
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dislikes indicate a certain rigidity and narrowness 
of nature. '*In books, as in people and places," 
saysMr. Trevelyan, '*helovedthat» and loved that 
only, to which he had been accustomed from boy- 
I hood upwards/* The faults of which this signi- 
ficant remark reveals one cause, are marked upon 
his whole literary charactern Macanlay was con- 
verted to Whiggism when at college. The ad- 
vance from Toryism to Whiggism is not such as to 
involve a very violent wrench of the moral and 
intellectual nature. Such as it was, it was the only 
wrench from which Macaulay suffered. What he 
was as a scholar of Trinity, he was substantially 
as a peer of the realm. He made, it would seem, 
few new friends, though he grappled his old ones 
as " with hooks of steel/' The fault is one which 
belongs to many men of strong natures^ and so 
long as we are considering Macaulay's life we shall 
not be much disposed to quarrel with his innate 
conservatism. Strong affections are so admirable 
a quality that we can pardon the man who loves 
well though not widely ; and if Macaulay had not a 
genuine fervour of regard for the little circle of his 
intimates, there is no man who deservessuch praise 
It is when we turn from Macaulay's personal 
character to attempt an estimate of his literary 
position, that these faults acquire more impor- 
tance. His intellectual force was extraordinary 
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witliin certain limits; beyond those limits the 
0BXi% became a child. He assimilated a certain 
set of ideas as a lad, and never acquired a new idea 
in later life. He accumulated vast stores of 
knowledge, but they all fitted into the old frame- 

'( work of theory. Whiggism seemed to him to 
provide a satisfactory solution for all political 
problems when he was sending his first article to 
KnigkCs Magazine, and when he was writing the 
last page of his History. '" I entered public hfe a 
Wliig,*' as he said in 1849, *'arid a Whig I am 
tletermined to remain." And what is meant by 
Whiggism in Macaulay's mouth? It means sub- 
stantially that creed which registers the experi- 
ence of the English upper classes during the four 
or five generations previous to Macaulay, It 
represents, not the leasoning, but the instinctive 
convictions generated by the dogged insistence 
upon their privileges of a stubborn, high-spirited, 

ll and individually short-sighted race. To deduce 
it as a symmetrical doctrine from abstract propo- 
sitions would be futile. It is only reasonable so 
far as a creed, felt out by the collective instinct of 
a number of more or less stupid people, becomes 
impressed with a quasi-rational unity, not from 
their respect for logic, but from the uniformity of 
the mode of de\'elopment. Hatred to pure reason 
is indeed one of its first principles. A doctrine 
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avowedly founded on losic instead of instinct be* 
comes for that very reason suspect to it. Com- 
mon-sense takes the place of philosophy. At 
times this mass of sentiment opposes itself under 
stress of circu instances to the absolute theories of 
monarchy, and then calls itself Whiggism, At 
other times it offers an equally dogged resistance 
to absolute theories of democracy, and then be- 
comes norninally Toiy. In Macaulay's youth the 
weight of opinion had been slowly swinging round 
from the Toryism generated by dread of revolu- 
tion, to Whiggism generated by the accumulation 
of palpable abuses. The growing intelligence and 
more rapidly growing power of the middle classes 
gave it at the same time a more popular character 
than before. Macaulay's "conversion" was sim- 
ply a process of swinging with the tide. The 
Clapham sect, amongst whom he had been brought 
up, was already jnore than half Whig, in virtue of 
its attack upon the sacred institution of slavery 
by means of popular agitation. Macaulay — the 
most brilliant of Its young men — naturally cast in 
his lot with the brilliant men. a little older than 
himself, who fought under the blue and yellow 
banner of the Edinburgh Review. No great 
change of sentiment was necessary, though some 
of the old Clapham doctrines died out in his mind 
as he was swept into the political current. J 
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Macaulay thus early became a thoroughgomg 
Whig. Whiggism seemed to him the ite plus ultra 
oi progress ; the pure essence of political wisdom. 
He was never fully conscious of the vast rcvohi- 
tion in thought which was going on all around 
lii™' He was saturated with the doctrines of 
^°2^- He stated them with unequalled \'igour 
and clearness, Anybodywho disputed them from 
either side of the question seemed to him to 
be Uttle better than a fool. Southey and Mr. 
Gladstone talked arrant nonsense when they dis- 
puted the logical or practical value of the doc- 
trines laid down by Locke. James Mill deserved 
the most contemptuous language for daring to 
push those doctrines beyond the sacred line, 
\ When Macaulay attacks an old non -juror or a 
modem Tory, we can only wonder how opinions 
wnicn, on his showing, are so inconceivably ab- 
surd, could ever have been held by any human 
bebg. Men are Whigs or not-Wliigs, and the not- 
Whig is less a heretic to be anathematised than a 
blockhead beneath the reach of argument. All 
political -wisdom centres in Holland House, and 
the Edinburgh Reinew is its prophet. There is 
something in the absolute confidence of Macaulay's 
political dogmatism which varies between the 
sublime and the ridiculous. We can hardly avoid 
laughing at this superlative self-satisfaction, and 
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yet we must admit that it is indicative of a real 
political force not to be treated with simple con- 
tempt. Belief is power, even when belief is most 
unreasonable. 

To define a Whig and to define Macaulay is 
pretty much the same things Let us trace some 
of the qualities ^hich enabled one man to be- 
come so completely the type of a vast body of hifi 
compatriots. 

The first and most obvious power in which 
Macaulay excelled his neighbours was his por- 
tentous memory. He could assimilate printed 
pages, says his nephew, more quickly than others 
could glance over them. Whatever he read was 
stamped upon his mind instantaneously and per- 
manently, and be read everything. In the midst 
of severe labours in India, he read enough classical 
authors to stock the mind of an ordinary professor. 
At the same time he framed a criminal code and 
devoured masses of trashy novels. From the 
works ot the ancient Fathers of the Church to 
English political pamphlets and to modem street 
ballads, no printed matter came amiss to his 
omnivorous appetite. All that he had read could 
be reproduced at a moment's notice. Every fool, 
he said, can repeat his Archbishops of Canterbury 
backwards ; and he was as familiar with the Cam- 
bridge Calendar as the most devout Protestant 
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He could have re-writtea Sir 
ftom memory if every copy had 
Nov it mtght pcrfiaps be plausibly 
thai the possession of such a meDx>Ty 
to a h^h development of the 
pwpef s . The case of Pascal, indeed, 
E siii Dcvcr to have forgotten anything, 
ttot the two powers may co-exist; and 
[lases might of cotirse be mcntknied. But 
it B trae that a powerful memor^^ may enable a 
man to save himself the trouble of reasoning. It 
the indolent propensity' of deciding 
by precedent instead of principles. 
hv, for example, was once required to 
'^:gue the point of pohtical casuistry as to the de- 
gttc of independent action permissible to mem- 
bers <rf A Cabinet. An ordinary mind would have 
to usfrer by striking a rough balance betv^-een the 
ccownienccs and inconveniences likely to arise. 
U would be forced, that is to say, to reason from 
ihe nature of the case. But Macaulay had at his 
fingers' end cver>" instance from the days of Wal- 
pole to his own in which Ministers had been al- 
lowed to vote against the genera! policy of the 
Oo\'«niment- By quotii^ them, he seemed to 
decide Uie point by authoiit>", instead of taking the 
Imublfioome and i:langeious road of abstract rea- 
soning. Thus to appeal to experience is with him 
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to appeal to the stores of a gigantic memory ; and 
is generally the same thing as to deny the value of 
all general ruJes. This is the true Whig doctrine 
of referring to precedent rather than to theory. 
Our popular leaders were always glad to quote 
Hampden and Sidney instead of venturing upon 
the dangerous ground of abstract rights, 

Macaulay's love of deciding all points by an 
accumulation of appropriate instances is indeed 
characteristic of his mind. It is connected with 
a curious defect of analytical power. It appears 
in his literary criticism as much as in his political 
speculations. In an interesting letter to Mr, 
Napier, he states the case himself as an excuse for 
not writing upon Scott. 

HazHtt used to say, " I am nothing if not critical." 

The case with me [says Macaulay] is precisely the 
reverse, I have a strong and acute enjojinent of 
works of the imagination, but I have never habituated 
myself to dissect them. Perhaps I enjoy them the 
more keenly for that very reason. Such books as 
Lessing's Laocodn, such passages as the criticism on 
Hamlet in WHiiehn Meister^ fill me with wonder and 
despair. 



If we take any of Macaulay's criticisms, we shall 
see how truly he had gauged his own capacity. 
They are either random discharges of superlatives 
or v^orous assertions of sound moral principles. 
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He conqiJinients some favourite author with an 
**wph»tif repetition of the ordinary eulogies, or 
sfaow^ conclusj^'dy that Montgomery was a sham 
poet* and \V>xherJeY a corrupt ribald. Nobody 
can hit a haj-stack with more eertamty» but he is 
Dot so good at a difticult mark. He never makes 
a fine siiggcstion as to the secrets of the art whose 
products he admires or describes. His mode, for 
example, of criticising Bunyan is to give a list of 
the passages which he remembers^ and of course 
be remembers everything. He observes, what is 
toIerab]>' clear, that Bunyan's allegory is as vivid 
as a concrete history, though strangely comparing 
him in this respect to Shelley^the least concrete 
of poets; and he makes the discovery, which did 
not require his vast stores of historical know- 
ledge, ''that It is impossible to doubt thai" 
Bunyun's trial of Christian and Faithful is meant 
to satirise the judges of the time of Charles II_ 
That is as plaia as the intention of the last cartoon 
in Punch. Macaulay can draw a most vivid por- 
tmit. so far as that can be clone by a picturesque 
accumulation of characteristic facts, but he never 
gels below the surface, or details the principles 
whose embodiment he describes from without. 

The defect is connected with further peculiari- 
ties* in which Macaulay is the genuine representa- 
tive of the true Wliig type. The practical value 
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of adherence to precedent is obvious. It may be 
justified by the assertion that all sound pohtical 
philosophy must be based upon experience : and 
no one will deny that assertion to contain a most 
important truth. But in Macaulay's mind this 
sound doctrine seems to be confused with the very 
questionable doctrine that in political questions 
there is no philosophy at all. To appeal to ex- 
perience may mean either to appeal to facts so 
classified and systematically arranged as to illus- 
trate general truths, or to appeal to a mere mass 
of observations, without takii^ the trouble to 
elicit their true s^ifieance, or even to believe 
that they can be resolved into particular cases of 
a general truth. This is the difference between 
an experimental philosophy and a crude empiri- 
cism. Macaulay takes the lower alternative. The 
vigoK>us attack upon James Mill, which he very 
promptly suppre^cd during his life on account 
of its juvenile arrogance, curiously illustrates his 
mode of thoi^ht- No one can deny, I think, 
that he makes some very good points against a 
veiy questionable system of political dogmatism. 
But when we ask what are Macaulay's own prin- 
ciples, we are left at a stand. He ought, by all 
his intellectual sympathies, to be a utilitarian. 
Yet he treats utilitarianism with the utmost con- 
tempt, thotigh he has no alternative theory to 
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suggest. He ends his first Essay against Mill by 
one of his customary purple patches about Bacon- 
ian induction- He tells us, in the second, how to 
apply it. Bacon proposed to discover the prin- 
ciple of heat by obser\'ing in what qualities all 
hot bodies agreed, and in what qualities all cold 
bodies. Similarly, we are to make a list of all 
constitutions which have produced good or bad 
government, and to investigate their points of 
agreement and dii^erence. This sounds plausi- 
ble to the iininstructed, but is a mere rhetorical 
flourish. Bacon's method is admittedly inade- 
quate, for reasons which I leave to men of sci- 
ence to explain, and Macaulay's method is equally 
hopeless in politics. It is hopeless for the simple 
reason that the complexity of the phenomena 
makes it impracticable. We cannot find out 
what constitution is best after this fashion, simply 
because the goodness or badness of a constitu- 
tion depends upon a thousand conditions of so- 
cial, morale and intellectual development. When 
stripped of its pretentious phraseology ^ Macaulay's 
teaching comes simply to this: the only rule in 
politics is the rule of thumb. All general prin- 
ciples arc wrong or futile, We have found out in 
England that our constitution, constructed in 
absolute defiance of all d priori reasoning, is the 
best in the world: it is the best for providing 
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us with the maximum of bread, beef, beer, and 
means of buying bread, beer, and beef: and we 
have got it because we have never- — like those 
publicans the French — trusted to fine sayings 
about truth and justice and human rights, but 
blundered on, adding a patch here and knocking a 
hole there, as our humour prompted us. 

This sovereign contempt of all speculation — 
simply as speculation — reaches its acme in the 
Essay on Bacon. The curious naivet6 with which 
Macaulay denounces all philosophy in that vigor- 
ous production excites a kind of perverse admira- 
tion. How can one refuse to admire the audacity 
which enables a man explicitly to identify phi- 
losophy with humbug? It is what ninety-nine 
men out of a himdred think, but not one in a 
thousand dares to say, Goethe says somewhere 
that he likes Englishmen because English fools 
are the most thoroi^hgoing of fools, English 
"Philistines,*' as represented by Macaulay^ the 
prince of Philistines, according to Matthew Ar- 
nold, carry their contempt of the higher intellec- 
tual interests to a pitch of real sublimity. Bacon's 
theory of induction, says Macaulay, in so many 
words, was valueless. Everybody could reason 
before it as well as after. But Bacon really per- 
formed a service of inestimable value to mankind; 
and it consisted precisely in this, that he called 
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aO their labours. This condemna- 
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religious embodiment of philosophy. No satis- 
factory conclusion ever has been reached or ever 
will be reached in theological disputes. On all 
such topics, he tells Mr. Gladstone, there has 
always been the widest divergence of opinion. 
Nor arc there better hopes for the future. The 
ablest minds, he says in the Essay upon Ranke, 
have believed in transubstantiation ; that is, ac- 
cording to him, in the most ineffable nonsense. 
There is no certainty that men will not believe to 
the end of time the doctrines which imposed upon 
so able a mac as Sir Thornas More. Not only, 
that is, have men been hitherto wandering in a 
labyrinth without a clue, but there is no chance 
that any clue will ever be found. The doctrine, 
so familiar to our generation, of laws of intellectual 
development, never even occurs to him. The 
collective thought of generations marks time 
without advancing. A guess of Sir Thomas More 
is as good or as bad as the guess of the last phi- 
losopher. This theory, if true, implies utter 
scepticism. And yet Macaulay was clearly not 
a sceptk. His creed was hidden under a system- 
atic reticence, and he resisted every attempt to 
raise the veil with rather superfluous indignation, 
When a constituent dared to ask about his re- 
%ious views, he denounced the rash inquirer in 
terms applicable to an ^ent of the Inquisition, 
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He vouchsafed, indeed, the information that he 
was a Chrisdaii, We may accept the phrase, not 
fnly on the strength of his invariable sincerity, 
bnt because it falls in with the general turn of his 
AiCameQts. He denounces the futility of the 
anaoA moralists, but he asserts the enormous 
'aociaJ vahie of Christianity. 

ffis attiuide, in fact, is equally characteristic 
c( the man and his surroundings. The old Clap- 
hum t*^^^ bad faded in his mind : it had not 
pnvluc«d a revolt. He retained the old hatred 
far slavePr-; and he retained, with the whole force 
ct hts a^ectionate nature, reverence for the school 
cC Wilberforce, Thornton, and his own father. 
He estimated most h^hly, not perhaps more 
bjgUy than they deserved, the value of the ser- 
nodered by th^o in awakening the con- 
of the nation. In their persistent and 
i t Cffs t ftJ bboots he recognised a manifestation 
of the gnat social force of Christianity. But a 
bdM that Christianity is useful, and even that it 
fe tnie. may consist witli a profound co^^'iction 
of the futility of the philosophy with which it has 
hecn associated. Here again Macaulay is a true 
^fnim, Ttw Wliig love of precedent, the Whig 
hatml for abstract theories, may consist with a 
f^ api>lication. But the true Whig differed 
faMcn the Tory in adding to these views an in- 
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vincible suspicion of parsons. The first Whig 
battles were fought against the Church as much 
as against the King. From the struggle with 
Sacheverell down to the struggle for Catholic 
emancipation, Toryism and High-Church prin- 
ciples were associated against Whigs and Dis- 
senters. By that kind of dumb instinct which 
outruns reason, the Whig had learnt that there 
was some occult bond of union between the 
claims of a priesthood and the claims of a mon- 
archy. The old maxim, *'No bishop, no king," 
su^ested the opposite principle that you must 
keep down the clei^ if you would limit tlie mon- 
archy. The natural interpretation of this pre- 
judice into political theory, is tliat the Church is 
extremely useful as an ally of the constable, but 
possesses a most dangerous explosive power if 
allowed to claim independent authority. In prac- 
tice we must resist all claims of the Church to :Hc- 
tate to the State. In theory wc must deny the 
foundation upon which such claims can alone 
be founded. Dogmatism must be pronounced to 
be fundamentally irrational. Nobody knows any- 
thing about theology \ or^ what is the same thing, 
no two people agree. As they don't agree, they 
cannot claim to impose their beliefs upon others. 
This sentiment comes out curiously in the char- 
acteristic Essay just mentioned. Macaulay says. 
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other's throats when they reach, as they always 
must reachj contradictory results. If you raist? a 
difficult point— such, for example, as the educa- 
tion question — Macaulay replies, as so many 
people have replied before and since. Teach the 
people "those principles of morality which are 
common to all the forms of Christianity." That 
is easier said than done! The plausibility of the 
solution in Macaulay's mouth is due to the funda- 
mental assumption that everything except mo- 
rality is hopeless ground of inquiry Once get 
beyond the Ten Commandments and you will 
sink to a bottomless morass of argument, counter- 
argument, quibble, logomachy, superstition, and 
confusion worse confounded. 

In Macaulay's teaching, as in that of his party^ 
there is doubtless much that is noble. He has a 
righteous hatred of oppression in all shapes and 
disguises. He can tear to pieces with great 
logical power many of the fallacies alleged by his 
opponents. Our sympathies are certainly with 
him as against men who advocate persecution on 
any grounds, and he is fully qualified to crush his 
ordinary opponents. But it is plain that his 
whole political and (if we may use the word) 
philosophical teaching rests on something like a 
downright aversion to the higher order of specu- 
lation. He despises it. He wants something 
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tangible and concrete — something in favour of 
which he may appeal to the immediate testimony 
of the senses. He must feel his feet planted on 
the solid earth. The pain of attempting to soar 
into higher regions is not compensated to him by 
the increased width o£ horizon. And in this re- 
spect he is but the type of most of his country- 
men, and reflects what has been (as I should say) 
erroneously called their "unimaginative" view of 
things in general. 

Macaulay, at any rate, distinctly belongs to the 
imaginative class of minds, if only in virtue of his 
instinctive preference of the concrete to the ab- 
stract, and his dislike, already noticed, to analysis. 
He has a thirst for distinct and vivid images. He 
reasons by examples instead of appealing to 
I formulae. There is a characteristic account in 
Mr, Trevelyan's volumes of his habit of rambling 
amongst the older parts of London, his fancy 
teeming with stories attached to the picturesque 
fragments of antiquity, and carrying on dialogues 
bct^%'een imaginary persons as vivid, if not as 
forcible, as those of Scott's novels. To this habit 
— rather inverting the order of cause and effect — 
he attributes his accuracy of detail. We should 
rather say that the intensity of the impressions 
generated both the acciu^cy and the day-dreams. 
A philosopher would be arguing in his daily ram- 
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bles where an imaginative mind is creating a 
Eeries of pictures. But Macaulay*s imagination 
is as definitely limited as his speculation. The 
genuine poet is also a philosopher. He sees in- 
tuitively what the reasoner evolves by argument. 
The greatest minds in both classes ore equally 
marked by their naturalisation in the lofty regions 
of thought, inaccessible or uncongenial to men of 
inferior stamp. It is tempting in some ways to) 
compare Macaulay to Burke. Burke's superiority 
is marked by this, that he is primarily a philoso- 
pher» and therefore instinctively sees the illustra- 
tion of a general law in every parttcijlar fact, 
Macaulay, on the contrary, gets away from theory 
as fast as possible, and tries to conceal his poverty 
of thought under masses of ingenious illustratio n. | 

His imaginative narrowness would come out 
still more clearly by a comparison with Carlyle. 
One significant fact must be enough. Every one 
must have observed how powerfully CarJylc ex- 
presses the emotion suggested by the brief ap- 
pearance of some little waif from past history. 
We may remember, for example, how the usher, 
De Br^E^, appears for a moment to utter the last 
shriek of the old monarchical etiquette, and then 
vanishes into the dim abysses of the past. The 
imagination is excited by the little glimpse of 
light flashing for a moment upon some special 
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tmd thai wv trc*d at ever>' instant on the dust of 
jyiimtjn cootinent& We treat the men of past 
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H^iwpttfwt or Chatham as we should applaud Peel 
V^ Oobdca There is oo atmospheric effect— no 
■ «fli» orf the dim raarch of ages, or of the vast 
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procession of human life. It is doubtless a great 
feat to make the past present. It is a greater to 
emancipate us from the tyranny of the present, 
and to raise us to a point at which we feel that 
we too are ahnost as dreamlike as the men of old 
time. To gain clearness and definition Macaulay 
has dropped the element of mystery. He sees 
perfectly whatever can be seen by the ordinary 
lawyer, or politician, or merchant; he is insen- 
sible to the visions which reveal themselves only 
to minds haunted by thoughts of eternity, and 
delighting to dwell in the borderland where dreams 
blend with realities. Mysticism is to him hateful. 
and historical figures fonn groups of individuals, 
not symbols of forces working behind the veil, 
y^ Macaulay, therefore, can be no more a poet in 
the sense in which the word is applied to Spenser, 
or to Wordsworth, both of whom he holds to be 
simply intolerable bores, than he can be a meta- 
physician or a scientific thinker. In common 
phraseology, he is a Philistine — a word which I 
i-mderstand properly to denote indifference to the 
higher intellectual interests. The word may also 
be defined, however, as the name applied by prigs 
to the rest of their species. And I hold that the 
modem fashion of using it as a common term 
of abuse amounts to a literary nuisance. It en- 
ables intellectual coxcombs to brand men with an 
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offensive epithet for being a degree more manly 
than themselves. There is much that is good in 
your Philistine; and when we ask what Macaulay 
was, instead of showing what he was not, we shall 
perhaps find that the popular estimate is not 
ahogether wrong. 

Macaulay was not only a typical Whig, but the 
prophet of Whi^ism to his generation. Though 
not a poet or a philosopher, he was a bom rheto- 
rician. His parliamentary career proves his capa- 
city sufficiently, though want of the physical 
qualifications, and of exclusive devotion to po- 
litical success, prevented him, as perhaps a want 
of subtlety or flexibility of mind would have 
always prevented him, from attaining excellence 
as a debater. In everything that he wrote, how- 
ever, we see the true rhetorician. He tells us that 
Fox wrote debates, whilst Mackintosh spoke essays. 
Macaulay did both. His compositions are a series 
of orations on behalf of sound Whig views, what- 
ever their externa! form. Given a certain audi- 
ence — and every orator supposes a particular 
audience — their effectiveness is undeniable. Ma- 
caulay's may be composed of ordinary English- 
men, with a moderate standard of education. His 
arguments are adapted to the ordinary Cabinet 
Minister, or, what is much the same, to the person 
who is willing to pay a shilling to hear an evenij^ 
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lecture. He can hit an audience composed of 
such materials — to quote Burke's phrase about 
George Grenvillc—" between wind and water." 
He uses the language, the logic, and the images 
which they can fully understand i and though his 
hearer, like his schoolboy, is ostensibly credited 
at times with a portentous memory. Macaulay 
always takes exc:ellent care to put him in mind of 
the facts which he is assumed to remember. The 
faults and the merits of his style follow from his 
resolute determination to be understood of the 
people. He was specially delighted, as his nephew 
tells us. by a reader at Messrs. Spottiswoode's. who 
said that in all the History there was only one sen- 
tence the meaning of which was not obvious to him 
at first sight. We are more surprised that there 

I was one such sentence. Clearness is the first of 
the cardinal virtues of style; and nobody ever 
wrote more clearly than Macaulay. He sacrifices 
much, it is true» in order to obtain it. He proves 
that two and two make four with a pertinacity 
which would make him dull, if it were not for his 

I abundance of brilliant illustration. He always 
remembers the principle which should guide a 
barrister in addressing a jury. He has not merely 
to exhibit his proofs, but to hammer them into the 
heads of his audience by incessant repetition. It 
is no small proof of artistic skill that a writer who 
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systematically adopts this method should yet be 
invariably lively, f He goes on blacking the chim- 
ney with a persistency which somehow amuses us 
1 Because he puts so much heart into his work. He 
proves the most obvious truths again and ^ain ; 
but his vivacity never flags. This tendency un- 
doubtedly leads to great defects of style. His 
sentences are monotonous and mechanical. He 
has a perfect hatred of pronouns^ and for fear of a 
possible entanglement between ^'hinis" and 
''hers" and "its." he will repeat not merely a sub- 
stantive, but a whole group of substantives. 
Sometimes, to make his sense unmistakable^ he 
will repeat a whole formula, with only a change in 
the copula. For the same reason, he hales all 
qualifications and parentheses. Each thought 
must be resolved into its constituent parts ; each 
argument must be expressed as a simple proposi- 
tion: and his paragraphs arc rather aggregates of 
indepaident atoms than possessed of a continuous 
unity. His writing— to use a favourite formula 
of his own — bears the same relation to a style of 
graceful modulation that a bit of mosaic work 
bears to a picture. Each phrase has its distinct 
hue, instead of melting into its neighbours. Hera 
we have a black patch and there a white. There 
are no half tones, no subtle interblending of 
different currents of thought. It is partly for 



Macau lay 



^57 




this reason that his descriptions of character arc 
often so unsatisfactory. He likes to represent a. 
man as a bundle of contradictions, because it 
enables him to obtain startling contrasts. He 
heightens a vice in one place, a virtue in another, 
and piles them together in a heap, without trou- 
bhng himself to ask whether nature can make such 

\ monsters, or preserve them if made- To any one 
given to analysis, these contrasts are actually 
painful. There is a story of the Duke of Welling- 
ton having once stated that the rats got into hia 
bottles in Spain. "They must have been very 
large bottles or very small rats,'* said somebody, 
"On the contrary," replied the Duke, "the rats 
were very large and the bottles very small." 
Macaulay delights in leaving us face to face with 

\ such contrasts in more important matters. Bos- 
well must, we would say, have been a clever man 
or his biography cannot have been so good as you 
say. On I'the contrary, says Macaulay, he was 
the greatest of fools and the best of biographers. 
He strikes a discord and purposely fails to re- 
solve it. To men of more delicate sensibility the 

[^result is an intolerable jar. 

For the same reason, Macaulay's genuine elo- 
quence is marred by the symptoms of malice 
prepense. When he sews on a purple patch, he 
is resolved that there shall be no mistake about 

■rot. uj. — 17. 
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Ton. & regrets in cue of 
ks fctlBS tbat be baa aoed tip tbc celdiTated, 
and, it maat be fj o nieaw d, really forable pos- 
^p aboot the k^ieacbmeiit scene id Westminster 
HaII. It might hare axac in usually in tbe 
BisM ar j ^ wiikh. as be thee hoped, would reach the 
time of Warren Hastings. The regret is un- 
pleasantly suggestive of that deliberation in the 
mamifacture of eloquence which stamps it as 
artificial. 

Such faults may annoy critics, even of no very 
sensitive fibre. What is it that redeems them? 
The first answer is, that the work is impressive 
because it is thoroughly genuine. The stream, it 
is true, comes forth Ijy spasmodic gushes, when 
it ought to flow in a continuous current; but it 
flows from a full reservoir instead of being pumped 
from a shallow cistern. The knowledge and, 
what is more, the tlionjughly assimilated know- 
ledge, is cnormoufi. Mr. Trcvelyan has shown in 
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detail what we had all divined for ourselves, how 
mticli patient labour is often employed in a para- 
graph or the turn of a phrase. To accuse Ma- 
caulay of superficiality is, in this sense, altogether 
absurd. His speculation may be me^re, but his 
store of information is simply inexhaustible. Mill's 
writing was impressive^ because one often felt that 
a single argument condensed the result of a long 
process of reflection. Macaulay has the lower but 
similar merit thai a single picturesque touch im- 
plies incalculable masses of knowledge. It is but 
an insignificant part of the building which appears 
above ground. Compare a passage with the as- 
signed authority, and you are inclined to accuse 
him^sometimcs it may be rightfully — of ampli- 
fying and modifying. But more often the par- 
ticular authority is merely the nucleus round 
which a whole volume of other knowledge has 
crystallised. A single hint is significant to a 
properly prepared mind of a thousand facts not 
explicitly contained in it. Nobody, he said, 
could judge of the accuracy of one part of his 
History who had not "soaked his mind with the 
transitory literature of the day." His real au- 
thority was not this or that particular passage, 
but a literature. And for this reason alone, 
Macaulay's historical writings have a permanent 
value which will prevent them from being super- 
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it ; it must stand out from a radical contrast of 
colours. The emotion is not to swell by degrees, 
till you find yourself carried away in the torrent 
which set out as a tranquil stream. The transi- 
tion is deliberately emphasised. On one side of 
a full stop you are listening to a matter-of-fact 
statement; on the other, there is all at once a 
blare of trumpets and a beating of drums, till the 
crash almost deafens you. He regrets in one of 
his letters that he has used up the celebrated, 
and, it must be confessed, really forcible pas- 
sage about the impeachment scene in Westminster 
Hall- It might have come in usefully in the 
History, which, as he then hoped, would reach the 
time of Warren Hastings. The regret is un- 
pleasantly suggestive of that deliberation in the 
manufacture of eloquence which stamps it as 
artificial. 

Such faults may annoy critics, even of no very 
sensitive fibre. What is it that redeems them? 
The first answer is, that the work is impressive 
because it is thoroughly genuine. The stream, it 
is true, comes forth by spasmodic gushes, when 
it ought to flow in a continuous current; but it 
flows from a full reservoir instead of being pumped 
from a shallow cistern. The knowledge and, 
what is more, the thoroughly assimilated know- 
ledge, is enormous, Mr, Trevelyan has shown in 
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detail what we had all divined for ourselves, how 
much patient labour is often employed in a para- 
graph or the turn of a phmse. To accuse Ma- 
caulay of superficiality is, in this sense, altogether 
absurd. His speculation may be meagre, but his 
store of information is simply inexhaustible. Mill's 
writing was impressive, because one often felt that 
a single argument condensed the result of a long 
process of reflection^ Macaulay has the lower but 
similar merit that a single picturesque touch im- 
plies incalculable masses of knowledge. It is but 
an insignificant part of the building which appears 
above groimd. Compare a passage with the as- 
signed authority, and you are inclined to accuse 
him — sometimes it may be rightfully — of ampli- 
fying and modifying. But more often the par- 
ticular authority is merely the nucleus round 
which a whole volume of other knowledge has 
cr)'Stallised. A single liint is significant to a 
properly prepared mind of a thousand facts not 
exphcitly contained in it. Nobody, he said, 
could judge of the accuracy of one part of his 
History who had not *' soaked his mind with the 
transitory literature of the day." His real au- 
thority was not this or that particular passage, 
but a literature. And for this reason alone, 
Macaulay's historical writings have a permanent 
value which will prevent them from being super- 
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seded even by more philosophical thinkers whose 
rauids have not undei;gone the "soaking** process. 
It is signihcant again that imitations of Ma< 
caulay are almost as offensive as imitations of 
Cariyle. Every great writer has his parasites. 
Macaulay's false glitter and jingle, his frequent 
flippancy and superficiality of thought^ are more 
easily caught than his virtues; but so are all 
faults. Would-be followers of Carlylc catch the 
strained gestures without the rapture of his in- 
spiration. Would-be followers of Mill fancied 
themselves to be logical when they were only 
hopelessly unsympathetic and unimaginative; and 
would-be followers of some other writers can be 
effeminate and foppish without being subtle or 
graceful. Macaulay's thoroi^hness of work has. 
perhaps, been less contagious than we could wish. 
Something of the modem raising of the standard 
of accuracy in historical inquiry may be set down 
to his influence. The misfortune is that, if some 
writers have learnt from him to be flippant with- 
out learning to be laborious, others have caught 
the accuracy without the liveliness. In the later 
volumes of his History, his vigour b^an to be a 
little clogged by the fulness of his knowledge ; and 
we can observe symptoms of the tendency of 
moflem historians to grudge the sacrifice nf sifting 
their knowledge. They read enough, but instead 
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of giving us the results, they tumble out the 
accumulated mass of raw materials upon our de- 
voted heads, till they make us long for a fire in 
the State Paper Office. 

Fortunately, Macaulay did not yield to this 
temptation in his earlier writings, and the result 
is that he is, for the ordinary reader, one of the 
two authorities for English history, the other being 
Shakespeare, Without comparing their merits, 
we must admit that the compression of so much 
into a few short narratives shows intensity as well 
as compass of mind. He could digest as well as 
devour, and he tried his digestion pretty severely. 
It is fashionable to say that part of his practical 
force is due to the training of parliamentary life. 
Familiarity with the course of affairs doubtless 
strengthened his insight into history, and taught 
him the value of downright common-sense in teach- 
ing an average audience. Speaking purely from 
_the literary point of view, I cannot agree further 
in the opinion suggested. I suspect the History 
would have been better if Macaulay had not been 
so deeply immersed in all the business of legis- 
lation and electioneering. I do not profoundly 
reverence the House of Commons' tone — even in 
the House of Commons; and in literature it easily 
becomes a nuisance. Familiarity with the actual 
machinery of politics tends to strengthen the 
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contempt for general principles, of which Macaulay 
had an ample share. It encourages the illusion 
of the fly upon the wheel, the doctrine that the 
dust and din of debate and the worry of lobbies 
and committee-rooms are not the effect but the 
cause of the great social movement- The historian 
of the Roman Empire, as wc know, owed some- 
thing to the captain of Hampshire Militia; but 
years of life absorbed in parliamentary wrai^ling 
and in sitting at the feet of the philosophers of 
Holland House were not likely to widen a mind 
'already disposed to narrow \"iews of the world. 
~ For Macaulay's immediate success, indeed, the 
training was undoubtedly valuable. As he carried 
into Parliament the authority of a great writer, 
fio he wrote books with the authority of the 
practical politician. He has the true instinct of 
affairs. He knows what are the immediate mo- 
tives which move masses of men; and is never 
misled by fanciful analogies or blindfolded by the 
pedantry of official language. He has seen flesh- 
and-blood statesmen — at any rate, English states- 
men—and understands the nature of the animal. 
Nobody can be freer from the dominion of crotch- 
ets. All his reasoning is made of the soundest 
common-sense, and represents, if not the ultimate 
forces, yet forces with which we have to reckon. 
And he knows, too, how to stir the blood of the 
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average Englishman, He imderEtands most tphor- 
oughly the value of concentration, unity, and 
simplicity. Every speech or essay forms an ar- 
tistic whole, in which some distinct moral is 
vigorously driven home by a succession of down- 
right blows. This strong rhetorical instinct is 
shown conspicuously in the Lays of Ancient Ronte^ 
which, whatever we might say of them as poetry, 
are an admirable specimen of rhymed rhetoric. 
We know how good they are when we see how in- 
capable are modem ballad-writers ir general of 
putting the same swing and fire into their verses, 
Compare, for example. Aytoun's Lays of the 
Cavaliers, as the most obvious parallel: 

Not swifter pours the avalanche 

Adown the steep incline, 
That rises o'er the parent springs 

Of rough and rapid Rhine, 

than certain Scotch heroes over an entrenchment. 
Place this mouthing by any parallel passage in 
Macaulay : 

Now, by our aire Quirinus, 

It was a goodly sight 
To see the thirty standards 

Swept down the tide of flight. 
So flies the spray in Adria 

When the black squall dath blow. 
So com-sheaves in the flood time 

Spin down the whirling Po, 
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And 30 on in verses which innumerable school- 
boys of inferior pretensions to Macaulay's know by 
heart. And in such cases the verdict of the school- 
boy IS perhaps more valuable than that of the 
literary connoisseur. There arc, of course, many 
living poets who can do tolerably something of far 
higher quahty, which Macaulay could not do at 
all. But I don't know who, since Scott^ eould 
have done this particular thing. Possibly Mr, 
Kingsley might have approached it, or the poet, 
if he would have condescended so far, who sang 
the bearing of the good news from Ghent to Aix. 
In any case, the feat is significant of Macaulay's 
txue power. It looks easy; it involves no de- 
mands upon the higher reasoning or imaginative 
powers : but nobody will believe it to be easy who 
observes the extreme rarity of a success in a feat 
so often attempted. 

A similar remark is suggested by Macaulay's 
Essays. Read such an essay as that upon CUve, 
or Warren Hastings, or Chatham. The story 
seems to tell itself. The characters are so strongly 
marked, the events fall so easily into their places, 
that we fancy that the narrator's business has 
been done to his hand. It wants little critical 
experience to discover that this massive simplicity 
is really indicative of an art not, it may be. of the 
highest order, but truly admirable for its purpose. 
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It indicates not only a gigantic memory, but a 

glowing mind, which has fused a crude mass of 
materials into unity. If we do not find the sudden 
touches which reveal the philosophical sagacity or 
the imaginative insight of the highest order of in- 
tellects, we recognise the true rhetorical instinct. 
The outlines may be harsh, and the colours too 
glaring ; but the general effect has been carefully 
studied. The details are wrought in with con- 
summate skill. We indulge in an intercalary pish I 
here and there; but we are fascinated and we 
remember. The actual amount of intellectual 
force which goes to the composition of such writ- 
ten archives is immense, though the quality may 
leave something to be desired. Shrewd common- 
sense may be an inferior substitute for philosophy, 
and the faculty which brings remote objects close 
to the eye of an ordinary observer for the loftier 
faculty which tinges everyday life with the hues 
of mystic contemplation. But when the common 
faculties are present in so abnormal a degree, they 
begin to have a dignity of their own. 

It is impossible in such matters to establish any 
measure of comparison. No analysis will enable 
us to say how much pedestrian capacity may be 
fairly regarded as equivalent to a small capacity 
for soaring above the solid earth, and therefore 
the question as to the relative value of Macaulay 's 
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work and that of some men of loftier aims and less 
perfect execution must be left to individual taste. 
\Ve can only say that it is something so to have 
^^Titten the history of many national heroes as to 
make their faded glories revive to active life in 
the memory of their countrj-men. So long as 
Englishmen are what they are — and they don't 
seem to change as rapidly as might be wished — 
they will turn to Macaulay's pages to gain a vivid 
impression of our greatest achievements during 
an important period. 

Nor is this all. The fire which glows in Ma- 
caulay's history, the intense patriotic feeling, the 
love of certain moral quahties, is not altogether 
of the highest kind. His idea! of national and in- 
dividual greatness might easily be criticised. But 
the sentiment, as far as it goes, is altogether sound 
and manly. He is too fond» it has been said, of 
incessant moralising. From a scientific point of 
view the moralising is irrelevant. We want to 
study the causes and the nature of great social 
movements ; and when we arc stopped in order to 
inquire how far the prominent actors in them were 
hurried beyond ordinary rules, wc arc transported 
into a different order of thought. It would be as 
much to the purpose if we approved an earth- 
quake for upsetting a fort, and blamed it for 
moving the foundations of a church. Macaulay 
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can never understand this point of view. With 
Iiini, history is nothing more than a sum of bio- 
graphies. And even from a biographical point of 
view his moralising is often troublesome. He 
not only insists upon transporting party preju- 
dice into his estimates, and mauls poor James IT. 
as he mauled the Tories in 183a; but he apphes 
obviously inadequate tests. It is absurd to call 
upon men engaged in a life -and -death wrestle to 
pay scrupulous attention to the ordinary rules 
of pohteness. There are times when judgments 
guided by constitutional precedent become lu- 
dicrously out of place, and when the best man 
is he who aims straightest at the heart of his 
. antt^onist. But, in spite of such drawbacks, 
Macaulay's genuine sympathy for manliness and 
f orce of character generally enables him to strike 

1 pretty nearly the true note. To learn the true 
secret of Cromwell's character we must go to 
Carlyle. who can sympathise with deep currents 
of religious enthusiasm. Macaulay retains too 
much of the old Whig distrust for all that it calls 
fanaticism fully to recognise the grandeur be- 

L^ieath the grotesque outside of the Puritan, But 
Macaulay tells us most distinctly why Englishmen 
warm at the name of the great Protector. We, 
like the banished Cavaliers, '*g]ow with an emo- 
tion of national pride" at his animated picture of 
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the unconquerable Ironsides, One phrase may 
be siifficiently illustrative. Aft«T quoting Claren- 
don's story of the Scotch nobleman who forced 
Charles to leave the field of Naseby by seizing his 
horse's bridle, *'no man/* says Macaulay, "who 
had much value for his life would have tried to 
perform the same friendly office on that day for 
Oliver Croinwell/' 

Macaulay, in short, always feels, and therefore 
communicates, a hearty admiration for sheer man- 
liness. And some of his portraits of great men 
have therefore a genuine power, and show the 
deeper insight which comes fn^m true sympathy- 
He estimates the respectable observer of constitu- 
tional proprieties too highly ; he is unduly repelled 
by the external oddities of the truly masculine and 
noble Johnson; but his enthusiasm for his pet 
hero. Wilham, or for Chatham or Clive, carries us 
along with him. And at moments when he is 
narrating their exploits, and can forget his elabor- 
ate argumentations and refrain from bits of de- 
liberate bombast, the style becomes graphic in 
the higher sense of a much-abused word, and we 
confess that we are listening to genuine eloquence. 
Putting aside for the moment recollection of 
foibles, almost too obvious to deserve the careful 
demonstration which they have sometimes re- 
ceived, we are glad to surrender ourselves to the 
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charm oi his stra^htforward, clear-headedi hard- 
hitting declamation. There is no writer with 
whom it is easier to find fault, or the limits of 
whose power may be more distinctly defined; but 
witiiio his own sphere he goes forward, as he went 
through life, with a kind of grand confidence in 
himself and his cause, which is attractive, and at 
times even provocative of sympathetic enthusiasm, 
Macaulay said, in his Diary, that he wrote his 
History with an eye to a remote past and a remote 
future. He meant to erect a monument more 
enduring than brass, and the ambition at least 
fitimulated him to admirable thoroughness of 
workmansliip- How far his aim was secured must 
be left to the decision of a posterity which will not 
trouble itself about the susceptibilities of candi- 
dates for its favour. In one sense, however, Ma- 
caulay must be interesting so long as the type 
which he so fully represents continues to exist. 
Whig has become an old-fashioned phrase, and 
is repudiated by modem Liberals and Radicals, 
who think themselves wiser than their fathers. 
The decay of the old name implies a remarkable 
political change; but I doubt whether it implies 
more than a very superficial change in the na- 
tional character. New classes and new ideas have 
come upon the stage; but they have a curious 
family likeness to the old. ^The Whiggism whose 
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peculiarities Macaulay rejected so faithfully repre- 
sents some of the most deeply seated tendencies 
of the national character. It has. therefore, bath 
its ugly and its honourable side- Its disregard, or 
rather its hatred, for pure reason, its exaltation of 
expediency above truth and precedent above prin- 
ciple, its instinctive dread of strong religious or 
political faiths, are of course questionable quali- 
ties. Yet even they have their nobler side. There 
is something almost sublime about the grand un- 
reasonableness of the average Englishman. His 
dogged contempt for all foreigners and philoso- 
phers, his intense resolution to have his own way 
and use his own eyes, to see nothing that does not 
come within his narrow sphere of vision, and to see 
it quite clearly before he acts upon it, are of course 
abhorrent to thinkers of a different order. But 
they are great quahties in the struggle for exist- 
ence which must determine the future of the 
worid. The Englishman, armed in his panoply of 
self-content, and grasping facts with unequalled 
tenacity, goes on trampling upon acuter sensibili- 
ties, but somehow shouldering his way successfully 
through the troubles of the universe. Strength 
may be combined with stupidity, but even then 
it is not to be trifled with. Macaulay's sympathy 
with these qualities led to some annoying pecu- 
liarities, to a certain brutal insularity, and to a, 
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commomiess, sometimes a vulgarity, of st>ie 
which is easily criticised. But, at least, we must 

' confess that^ to use an epithet which always comes 
up in speaJcing of hUu, he is a thoroughly manly 
writer. There is nothing silly or finical about him. 
He sticks to his colours resolutely and honourably, 
If he flatters his countrymen, it is the unconscious 
and spontaneous effect of his participation in their 
weaknesses, ^Hc never knov/ingly calls black 
white, or panders to an ungenerous sentiment. 
He is combative to a fault, but his combativeness 
is allied to a genuine love of fair-play. When he 
hates a man, he calls him knave or fool with 
unflinching frankness, but he never uses a base 
weapon. The wounds which he inflicts may hurt, 
but they do not fester. His patriotism may be 
narrow, but it implies faith in the really good 
qualities^ the manliness, the spirit of justice, and 

' the strong moral sense of his coimtrymen. He is 
proud of the healthy, vigorous stock from which 
he springs; and the fervour of his enthusiasm, 
though it may shock a delicate taste, has un- 
bodied itself in writings which will long continue 
to be the typical illustration of qualities of which 
we are all proud at bottom — indeed, be it said in 

I passing, a good deal too proud* 



charlotte Bronte 

Mr. Swinburne, in his recent essay upon Miss 
Bronte, has, as usual, bestowed the most enthusi- 
astic and generous praise with a lavish hand, and 
bestowed it upon worthy objects. And, as usual, 
he seems to be a little too much impressed with 
the necessary connection between illuminating in 
honour of a hero and breaking the windows or 
burning the effigies of the hero's rivals. I do not 
wish to examine the justice of his assaults, and 
still less to limp on halting and prosaic feet after 
his eloquent discourse. I propose only to follow 
an irquir>' suggested by a part of his atgument. 
After all, though criticism cannot boast of being 
a science, it ought to aim at something like a 
scientiiic basis, or at least to proceed in a sci- 
entific spirit. The critic^ therefore, before aban- 
doning himself to the oratorical impulse, should 
endeavour to classify the phenomena with which 
he IB dealing as calmly as if he were ticketing a fos- 
sil in a museum. The most glowing eulogy, the 
most bitter denunciation, have their proper place ; 
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but they belong to tlie art of persuasion, and form 
no part of scientific method. Our literary, like 
our religious, creed should rest upon a purely 
rational ground, and be exposed to logical tests- 
Our faith in an author must^ in the first instance, 
be the product of instinctive sympathy, instead 
of deliberate reason. It may be propagated by 
the contagion of enthusiasm, and preach^ with 
ali the fervour of pmselytisni. But when we are 
seeking to justify our emotions, we must endeavour 
to get for the time into the position of an -inde- 
pendent spectator, applying with rigid impartial- 
ity such methods as are best calculated to free us 
from the influence of personal bias. 

Undoubtedly it is a very difficult task to be 
alternately witness and judge; to feel strongly, 
and yet to analyse coolly; to love every feature in 
a familiar face, and yet to decide calmly upon its 
intrinsic ugliness or beauty. To be an adequate 
critic is alraoEt to be a contradiction in terms; to 
be susceptible to a force, and yet free from its in- 
fluence; to be moving with the stream, and yet 
to be standing on the bank. It is especially diili- 
cult in the case of writers like Miss Bronte, and of 
critics who were in the most enthusiastic age when 
her fame was in its early freshness- It is almost 
impossible not to have overpowering prejudices 
in regard to a character so intense, original, and 
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full of special idiosyncrasy. If you did not love 
her you must hate her; or. since hatred for so 
noble a sufferer would imply unreasonable bru- 
tality, we may say, feel strongly a hopeless 
uucongeniality of temperament. The power of 
exciting such feelings is, indeed, some testimony 
to an author's intrinsic force ; and it may explain 
the assertion of her latest biographer. If it be 
true, as lie says, that she has been conipaxatively 
neglected of late years, that is what may easily 
happen in the case of writers more remarkable for 
intensity than comprehensive power. Their real 
audience must always be the comparatively small 
number who are in sympathy with their peculiar 
moods. But their vigour begins by impressing 
and overawing a large number of persons who do 
not feel this spontaneous sympathy. They con- 
quer by sheer force minds whom they do not at- 
tract by milder methods. In literature, at any 
rate, violent conquests are generally transitory; 
and, after a time, those who have obeyed the rule 
against their natural inclination fall away and 
leave an audience composed of those alone who 
have been swayed by a deeper attraction. Char- 
lotte Bronte, and perhaps her sister Emily in an 
even higher degree, must have a certain interest 
for all intelligent observers of character. But 
only a minority will thoroughly and unreservedly 
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enjoy the writings which embody so peculiar 
an essence. Some scenery — rich pasturage and 
abounding rivers and forest-clad hills— appeals 
more or less to everybody. It is only a few who 
really love the lonely cairn on a wind-swept moor. 
An accident may make it the fashion to affect 
admiration for such peculiar aspects of nature; 
but, lite all affectations, it will die away after a 
time, and the faithful lovers be reduced to a nar- 
row band. 

The comparative cchpse, then— if eclipse there 
be — of Charlotte Bronte's fame does not imply 
want of power, but want of comprehersiveness. 
There is a certain primd jacie presumption against 
a writer who appeals only to a few, though it may 
be amply rebutted by showing that the few are 
also fit. The two problems must go t(^ether; 
why is the charm so powerful, and why is it so 
limited? Any intense personality has so far a 
kind of double-edged influence, Shakespeare sym- 
pathises with everybody, and therefore every one 
with him. Swift scorns and loathes a great part 
of the world, and therefore if people in general 
read Swift, or said honestly what they felt, many 
readers would confess to a simple feeling of aver- 
sion to his writings. There is, however, a further 
distinction. One may dislike such a man as 
Swift, but one cannot set him aside. His amazing 
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intellectual vigour, the power with which he states 
some of the great problems of life, and the trench- 
ant decision of his answer, give him a right to be 
heard. We may shudder, but we are forced to 
listen. If with equal force of character his in- 
tellectual power had been less, we should feel the 
shock without the mysterious attraction. He 
would be an unpleasant phenomenon, and one 
which might be simply neglected. It is because 
he brings his peculiar views to bear upon prob- 
lems of universal interest that we cannot aflord 
simply to drop him out of mind. The power of 
grasping general truths is necessary to give a 
broad base to a writer's fame, though his capacity 
for tender and deep emotion is that which malces 
us love or hate him, 

Mr Swinburne takes Miss Bronte to illustrate 
the distinction between ''genius" and "intellect," 
Genius, he says, as the most potent faculty, can 
most safely dispense with its ally. If genius be 
taken to mean the poetic as distinguished from 
the scientific type of mind — that which sees 
intuitively, prefers synthesis to analysis, and 
embodies ideas in concrete symbols instead of 
proceeding by rule and measure, and constructing 
diagrams in preference to drawing pictures — the 
truth is undeniable and important. The reasoner 
gives us mechanism and constructs automata 
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where the seer creates li\'ing and feeling beings. 
The contrast used to be illustrated by the cases of 
Jonson and Shakespeare — by the difference be- 
tween the imaginative vigour of AnioMy and Ctech 
patra and the elaborate tx>nstruction of Sejanus. 
We must add, however, that the t^A-o qualities of 
mind are not mutually exclusive. The most ana- 
lytic mind has some spark of creative power, and 
the great creators are capable of deliberate dissec- 
tion. Shakespeare could reflect; and Jonson could 
see. The ideally perfect mind would be capable of 
applying each method with equal facility in ita 
proper place. 

Genius, therefore, manifested in any high de- 
gree, must be taken to include intellect, if the 
words are to be used in this sense. Genius begins 
where intellect ends; or takes by storm where in- 
tellect has to make elaborate approaches accord- 
ing to the rules of scientific strat^y. One sees 
where the other demooEtrates, but the same prin- 
ciples are common to both. To say that a writer 
shows more genius than intellect may mean 
simply that, as an artist, he proceeds by the true 
artistic method, and does not put us off with 
scientific formulae galvanised into an internal sem- 
blance of life. But it may mean that his reflective 
powers are weak, that he has not assimilated the 
seminal ideas of his time, and is at a loss in the 
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h^her regions of philosophic thought. If so. you 
are setting limits to the sphere of his infiuence, and 
showing that h^ is incapable of uttering the loftiest 
aspirations and the deepest emotions of his fellows. 
A great religionas teacher may prefer a parable to 
a ^eory, but the parable is trnpressivc because it 
gives the most vivid embodiment of a truly philo- 
sophical theory. 

Miss Bronte, as her warmest admirers would 
grant, was not and did not in the least affect to 
be a philosophical thinker. And because a great^''^ 

r 

writer, to whom she has been gratuitously com-. „ 
pared, is strong just where she is weak, her^^^if' 
friends have an injudicious desire to make out 
that the matter is of no importance, and that her 
comparative poverty of thocght is no injury to 
her work- There is no difficulty in followir^ them 
ao far as to admit that her work is none the worse 
for containing no theolc^cal or philosophical dis- 
quisitions, or for showing no familiarity with the 
technicalities of modem science and metaphysics. 
But the admission by no means follows that her 
work does not suffer very materially by the com- 
parative narrowness of the circle of ideas in which 
her mind habitually revolved. Perhaps if she 
had been familiar with H^el or Sir W, Hamilton, 
she would have intruded ,undigested lumps of 
metaphysics, and introduced vexatious allusions 
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to the philosophy of identity or to the principle of 
the excluded middle. But it is possible, also, 
that her conceptions of life and the world would 
have been enriched and harmonised, and that, 
without giving us more scientific dogmas, her 
characters would have embodied more fully the 
dominating ideas of the time. There is no pro- 
vince of inquiry" ^histrjrical, scientific, or philo- 
sophical— from which the artist may not derive 
useful material; the sole question is whether it 
has been properly assimilated and transformed 
by the action of the poetic imagination. By at- 
tempting to define how far Miss Bronte's powers 
were in fact thus bounded, we shall approximately 
decide her place in the great hierarchy of imagi- 
native authors. That it was a very high one, 
I take to be undeniable. Putting aside livir^ 
writers^ the only female novelist whom one can 
put distinctly above her is George Sand; for MisS' 
Austen, whom most critics place upon a still 
higher level, differs so widely in every way that 
"comparison" is absurd- It is almost silly to 
draw a parallel between writers when every great 
quality in one is " conspicuous by its absence" in 
the other. 

The most obvious of all remarks about Miss 
Bronte is the close connection between her life 
and her writings. In no books is the author more 
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completely incarnated. She is the heroine of her 
two most powerful novels; for Lucy Snowe is 
avowedly her own likeness, and Lacy Snowe 
differs only by accidents from Jane Eyre ; whilst 
her sister is the heroine of the third noveL All 
the minor characters, with scarcely an exception, 
are aimply portraits, and the niore successful in 
proportion to their fidelity. The scenery and 
even the iocidents are, for the most part, equally 
direct transcripts from reality. And, as this is 
almost too palpable a peculiarity to be expressly 
mentioned^ it seems to be an identical proposition 
that the study of her life is the study of her novels, 
More or less true of all imaginative writers, this 
must be pre-eminently true of Miss Bronte. Her 
experience, we might say, has been scarcely trans- 
formed in passing through her mind. She has 
written down not only her feelings, but the more 
superficial accidents of her life. She has simply 
given fictitious names and dates, with a more or 
less imaginary thread of narrative, to her own 
experience at school, as a governess, at home, and 
in Brussels, Shirley contains a continuous series 
of photographs of Haworth and its neighbourhood; 
as ViUette does of Brussels: and if Jane Eyre is 
not so literal, except in the opening account of the 
school-life, much of it is almost as strictly auto- 
biographical. It is one of the oddest cases of an 
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author's self-delusion that Miss Bronte should 
have ima^ned that she could remain anony- 
mous after the publication of Shirley and the 
introduction of such whole-length portraits from 
the life as the Yorke family. She does not ap- 
pear to have been herself conscious of the close- 
ness of her adherence to facts. "You arc not to 
suppose," she says in a letter given by Mrs_ 
Gaskell, " any of the characters in Shirley intended 
as real portraits. It would not suit the rules of 
art, nor of my own feelings, to write in that style. 
We orly suffer reality to suggest, never to dictate." 
She seems to be thinking chiefly of her ''heroes 
and heroines," and would perhaps have admitted 
that the minor personages were less idealised. 
But we must suppose also that she failed to ap- 
preciate fully the singularity of characters which, 
in her seclusion, she had taken for average speci- 
mens of the world at lai^e. If 1 take my village 
for the world, I cannot distinguish the particular 
from the universal; and must assume that the 
most distinctive peculiarities are unnoticeably 
commonplace. The amazing vividness of her 
portrait-painting is the quality which more than 
any other makes her work unique amongst 
modem fiction. Her realism is something peculiar 
to herself; and only the crudest of critics could 
depreciate its merits on the ground of its fidelity 
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to facts. The hardest of all feats is to see what 
is before our eyes. What is called the creative 
power of genius is much more the power of in- 
sight into commonplace things and characters. 
The realism of the De Foe variety produces an 
illusicm, by describing the most obvious aspects 
of everyday life, and introducing the irrelevant 
and accidental. A finer kind of realism is that 
which, like Miss Austen's, combines exquisite 
powers of minute perception with a skill which 
can light up the most delicate miniatures with an 
imfailing play of humour. A more impressive 
kind is that of Balzac, where the most detailed 
reproduction of realities is used to give additional 
force to the social tragedies which are being 
enacted at our doors. The specific peculiarity of 
Miss Brente seems to be the power of revealing 
to us the potentiality of intense passions lurking 
behind the scenery of everyday life. Except in 
the most melodramatic — which is also the weakest 
—part of JanG Eyre, we have hves almost as un- 
eventful as those of Miss Austen, and yet dialled 
to the utmost with latent power, A parson at 
the head of a school-feast somehow shows himself 
as a "Cromwell, guilltess of his country's blood; '* 
a professor lecturing a governess on composition 
is revealed as a potential Napoleon ; a mischievous 
schoolboy is obviously capable of developing into 
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a Columbus or a Nelson ; even the most common- 
place natural objects, such as a row of beds in 
a dormitory, are associated, and naturally asso- 
ciated, with the most intense emotions. Miss 
Austen makes you feel that a tea-party in a 
country paraonage may be as amusing as the 
most brilliant meeting of cosmopolitan celebri- 
ties; and Miss Bronte that it may display char- 
acters capable of shaking empires and discovering 
new worlds. The whole machinery is in a state 
of the highest electric tension, though there is 
no display of thunder and lightning to amaze 
us. 

The power of producing this effect without 
stepping one hand's -breadth beyond the most 
literal and unmistakable fidelity to ordinary facts 
is eKplicable, one would say, so far as genius is 
explicable at all, dnly in one way, A mind of 
extraordinary activity within a narrow sphere has 
been brooding constantly upon a small stock of 
materials, and a sensitive nature has been exposed 
to an unusual pressure from the hard facts of life. 
The surroundings must surely have been excep- 
tionalj and the receptive faculties impressible 
even to morbidness, to produce so startling a 
result; and the key seemed to be given by Mrs. 
Gaskcll's tx>uching biography, whicb, with certain 
minor faults, is still one of the Tnost pathetic 
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records of a melancholy life in our literature. 
Charlotte Bronte and her sister, according to this 
account, resembled the sensitive plant exposed to 
the cutting breezes of the West Riding moors. 
Their writings were the cry of pain and of only 
half - triumphant faiths produced by a lifelong 
martyrdom, tempered by mutual sympathy, but 
embittered by family sorrows and the trials of a 
dependent life. They afforded one more exem- 
plification of the common theory, that great art 
is produced hy taking an exceptionally delicate 
nature and mangling it slowly imder the grinding 
wheels of the world. 

A recent biographer has given us to understand 
that this is in great part a misconception, and, 
whilst paying high compliments to Mrs. Gaskell, 
he virtually accuses her of unintentionally sub- 
stituting a fiction for a biography, Mr, Wemyss 
Reid's intention is excellent; and one can well 
believe that Mrs, Gaskell did in fact err by carry- 
ing into the earlier period the gloom of later years. 
Most certainly one would gladly believe this to be 
the case. Only when Mr. Reid seems to think 
that Charlotte Bronte was a gay and high-spirited 
girl, and that the people of Haworth were thor- 
oughly commonplace, we b^in to fear that we 
are in the presence of one of those well-meant 
attempts at whitewashing which *' do justice" to 
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a marked character by obliterating all its most 
prominent features. If Bosvi-ell had written in 
such a spirit, Johnson would have been a Chester- 
field, and Goldsmith never have blimdered in his 
talk. When we look at them fairly, Mr, Reid's 
proofs seem to be distinctly inadequate for his 
conclusions, though calculated to correct some 
very important misconceptions. He quotes, for 
example, a couple of letters, in one of which 
Miss Bronte ends a little outburst of Tory politics 
by saying. '' Now, Ellen, laugh heartily at all that 
rodomontade!" This sentence, omitted by Mrs. 
Gaskell, is taken to prove that Charlotte's interest 
in politics was '*not unmingled with the liappy 
levity of youth," Surely, it is just a phrase from 
the schoolgirl's Complete LeUer-Writer, It would 
be as sensible to quote from an orator the phrase, 
"But 1 fear that I am wearying the House/' to 
prove that he was conscious of being an intolerable 
bore. The next letter is said to illustrate the 
"infinite variety of moods'* of her true charac- 
ter, and its rapid transitions from grave to gay, 
because, whilst expressing very strongly some 
morbid feelings, she admits that they would be 
contemptible to common-sense, and says that she 
had been "in one of her sentimental humours," 
Did anybody ever express a morbid f eeUng without 
some such qualification? And is aot '"infinate," 
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even in the least mathematical sense, rather a 
strong expression for two? A sentimental mood 
and a reaction are mentioned in one letter. That 
scarcely proves much gaiet>' of heart or variety of 
mood. If, indeed, Charlotte had always been at 
her worst, she would have been mad: and we 
need not doubt that she too had some taste o£ 
the gladness as of the sorrows of childhood- The 
plain truth is, that Miss Bronte's letters, read 
without reference to the disputes of rival biogra- 
phers, are disappointing. Tlie most striking thing 
about them is that they are young-ladyish. Here 
and there a passage revealing the writer's literary 
power shines throi^h the more commonplace 
matter, but, as a whole, they give a curious im- 
pression of immaturity. The explanation seems 
to be, in the first place, that Miss Bronte, with all 
her geniuSj wag still a young lady. Her mind, 
with its exceptional powera in certain directions, 
never broke the fetters by which the parson's 
daughter of the last generation was restricted. 
Trifling indications of this are common in her 
novels. The idealised portrait of Emily, the 
daring and unconventional Shirley, shows her 
utmost courage by hmting a slight reluctance to 
repeat certain clauses in the Athanasian Creed; 
and the energy with which the tinlucky curates 
arc satirised shows the state of mind in which 
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even the youngest clergyman is still invested with 
more or less superhuman attributes. The warmth 
is generated by the previous assumption that a 
young gentleman who dons a white neckcloth 
must, in the normal state of things, put off the 
schoolboy and develop a hidden pair of wings. 
The wrath excited by their failure to fulfil this 
expectation strikes one as oddly disproportionate. 
And, in the next place, it seems that, even in 
writing to her best friends, Miss Bronte habitually 
dreaded any vivid expression of feeling, and per- 
haps observed that her sentiments when spread 
upon letter - paper had a morbid appearance. 
There are many people who can confide in the 
public more freely than in the most intimate 
friends. The mask of anonymous authorship and 
fictitious personages has a delusive appearance 
of security. The most Vacred emotions are for 
ourselves or for the invisible public rather than 
for the intermediate sphere of concrete spectators. 
The tetters may dissipate some of Mrs, Gaskell's 
romantic gloom» but they do not persuade us that 
the Brontes were ever like their ne^hbours. The 
dootrine that the people of Haworth were really 
copimonplace mortals may be accepted with a simi- 
lar reserve- Undoubtedly every Scotch peasant 
is not a Davie Deans, nor every Irishman a Cap- 
tain Costigan. There arc natives of the mining 
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districts who do not throw half-bricks at every 
stranger they see; there are Yankees who do not 
chew tobacco, and Englishmen who do not eat 

raw beef-steaks. And so one may well believe 
that many inhabitants of Haworth would have 
passed muster at Charing Cross; and one may 
hope and believe that a man like Heathcliff was 
an exaggeration even of the most extravagant of 
the squires in Craven. If there were many such 
people in any comer of this world, it would be 
greatly in want of a thorough clearing out. And, 
therefore, one may understand why the good 
people of Haworth should be amazed when Mrs. 
Gaskell set forth as common types the gentleman 
who fired small-shot from his parlour window at 
any one who came within eonvenient range, and 
the man who chuckled over his luck in dying just 
after insuring his life. 

But, for all this, it would be permissLble also to 
suppose that there was a strongly marked pro- 
vincial character in that region, even i£ Miss 
Bronte's lifelike portraits were not their own 
sufficient evidence. All people seem to be com- 
monplace to the commonplace observer. Genius 
reveals the difference; it does not invent it. In 
one sense, doubtless, the people were common- 
place enough, and in that fact lay part of their 
ofEensiveness. Many of the upper classes, one 
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may guess, were hard, crabbed men of business, 
with even less than the average of English tolera- 
tion for .sentiment or Ecstbetic fancies; and their 
inferiors were sturdy workmen, capable of taking 
a pride in their own brutality, which would have 
shocked gentler races. But the precise degree in 
which these characteristics were manifested must 
be left to the decision of local observers. We can- 
not affect to know at:curately in what proportion 
the charge of originality is to be shared between 
the Brontes and their neighbours; how far the 
surroundings were unusually harsh and the sur- 
rounded abnormally tender. In any case, one 
may assume that Miss Bronte and her sisters were 
at once even morbidly sensitive and exposed to 
the contact of persons emphatically intolerant 
of morbid sentiment. Their ordinary relation 
to the outside world seems to be indicated by 
one pecidiarity of Miss Bronte's writing. When 
young Mark Yoftt sees that Moore has been 
flattered by hearing a lady describe him as '*not 
sentimental.'' that offensive lad gets down a dic- 
tionary and endeavours to dash Moore's pleasure 
by proving that "not sentimental" must mean 
destitute of ideas. The trait is very probably 
from life, and is at any rate lifelike. There are 
many amiable people who take a keen pleasure in 
dashing cold water upon any little manifestation 
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«f adf-Gon^bceacy in their neighbours. To find 
ofll ft man's tenderest com, and then to bnng 
yoor bed down upon it with a good rasping 
aenatch, is somehow gratifying to corrupt human 
MtiJiT A kindly wit contrives to convey a com- 
pftDmt in oilected satire. But the whole aim of 
a kdniourisl of tliis variety is to convey the most 
ttortifying truths in the most brutal plain-speak- 
■Ig. Now speeches modelled upon this plan are 
ctiriously frequent in Miss Bronte's conversations. 
Hunsden. the first sketch of the Yorke type in 
7** Professor, composes his whole talk of a string 
of brutal home-truths. The worst characters, like 
Miss Fanshawe in Villette, thoroughly enjoy telling 
a friendless governess that she is poor, plain, and 
sickly. And even her favourites, Rochester and 
Shirley and Paul Emanuel, have just a leaning to 
tlic same trick of speech, though with them it is 
jui occasional bitter to heighten the flavour of 
their substantia] kindness. Miss Bronte has as 
little sense of humour as Milton or Wordsworth; 
but her nearest approach to it is in some of those 
shrewd, bitter sayings which are rather more of a 
gibe than a compliment. When one remembers 
that the originals of the Yorkes were amongst her 
most cherished and cultivated friends, and that 
they are admittedly painted to the life, one may 
fancy that she had received a good many of those 
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left-handed compliments which seem to have done 
duty for pleasant jests in the district. 

The soliloquies in which her heroines indulge 
proceed upon the same plan. Jane Eyre sits in 
judgment upon herself, and listens to the evidence 
of Memory and Reason, accusing her of rejecting 
the real and "rabidly devouring the ideal." And 
she decides in accordance with her witnesses. 

Listen, Jane Eyre, to your sentence; lo-morrow 
place the glass before you and draw in ohalk your own 
picture, faithfully, without softening one defect; omit 
no harsh line; smooth away no displeasing irregular- 
ity: write under it. "Portrait of a governess, discon- 
nected, poor, and plain!*' 

Similar passages occur in Shirley and VilUUe, 
and obviously represent a familiar mood. The 
original of this portrait was frequently engaged, 
it would seem, in forcing herself to hear such 
unpalatable truths. When other people snubbed 
her, after the fashion of the Yorkes, she might be 
vexed by their harshness, but her own thoughts 
echoed their opinion, Lucy Snowe is rather 
gratified than otherwise when Miss Fanshawe 
treats her to one of these pleasing fits of frank 
thinking aloud. She pardons the want of feeling 
for the sake of the honesty. 

Sensitive natures brought into contact with 
those of coarser grain may relieve themselves in 
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various ways. Some might have been driven 
into revolt against the proprieties which found so 
harsh an expression. The scamp Branwel] Bronte 
took the unlucky commonplace path of escape 
from a too frigid code of external morality which 
leads to the pubhc-house. His sisters followed 
the more characteristically feminine method. 
They learned to be proud of the fetters by which 
they were bound. Instead of fretting against the 
stem law of repression, they identified it with the 
eternal code of duty, and rejoiced in trampling on 
their own weakness. The current thus restrained 
ran all the more powerfully in its narrow channel. 
What might have been bright and genial senti- 
ment was transformed and chastened into a kind 
of austere enthusiasm. They became recluses 
in spirit, sternly enforcing a self-imposed rule, 
though^ in their case, the convert walls were invisi- 
ble and the objects of their devotion not those 
which dominate the ascetic imagination. 

Theorists who trace the inheritance of race 
characteristics might be interested in the curious 
development thus effected. The father of the 
family was an Irishman, and the mother a Cornish 
woman; the aunt, who succeeded her in the man- 
agement of the household, had a persistent dislike 
for the character of her northern neighbours ; even 
Charlotte herselij we are told, spoke in her child- 
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bcxid with a strong Irish accerit. And yet, as we 
find her saying in reference to the troubles of 
1S48, she has '*no sympjithy'* with French or 
Irish. She had been spiritually annexed by the 
people with whom she lived. She was obtrusively 
and emphatically a Yorkshire woman, though only 
by adoption; she is never tired of proclaiming or 
implying her hearty preference of rough York- 
shire people to cockneys, sentimentalistSj and 
that large part of the human race which we de- 
scribe contemptuously as " foreigners," She is a 
typical exampleof the "patriotism of the stecpJe," 
She loved with her whole heart the narrowest 
insular type. She idolised the Duke of Wellington. 
with his grand contempt for humbug and ideas, 
terms synonymous — perhaps rightly synonymous 
— with many people. When she came in contact 
with fine foreigners and Papists, it only increased 
her hearty contempt for fonns of character and 
rehgion which, one might have fancied i priori, 
would have had many attractions for her. If at 
times she felt the aesthetic charm of parts of the 
Catholic system, she was but the more convinced 
that it was a poison, dangerous in proportion to 
its sweetness. The habit of trampling on some 
of her own impulses had become a religion for her. 
She had learnt to make a shield of reserve and 
self -repression, and could not be tempted to lay 
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it aside when gentle persuasion took the place of 
rougher intimidation. Much is said by her bio- 
graphers of the heroic force of will of her sister 
Emily, who presents the same type in an intensi- 
fied form. Undoubtedly both sisters had power- 
ful wills; but their natures had not less been 
moulded, and their characters, so to speak, turned 
inward by the early influence of surrounding cir- 
cumstances. The force was not of that kind which 
resists the pressure from without, but of the kind 
which accepts and intensifies it, and makes a 
rigid inward law for itself of the law embodied in 
external conditions. 

The sisters, indeed, differed widely^ though with 
a strong resemblance. The iron had not entered 
so deeply into Charlotte's natiu'e, Emily's na- 
turally subjective mode of thought— to use the 
unpleasant technical phrase— found its most ap- 
propriate utterance in lyrical poetry. She repre- 
sents, that is, the mood of pure passion, and is 
rather encumbered than otherwise by the neces- 
sity of using the more indirect method of concrete 
symbols. She feels, rather than observes ; whereas 
Charlotte feels in observing. Charlotte had not 
that strange self-concentration which made the 
external world unreal to her sister. Her powers 
of observation, though restricted by circum- 
stances and narrowed by limitations of her in- 
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tellect, showed amazing penetration within her 
proper pnDvince. The greatest of all her tri- 
umphs in this direction is the character of Paul 
Emanuel, which has tasked Mr. Swinburne's 
powers of expressing admiration, and which one 
feels to he, in its way, inimitable. A more charm- 
ing hero was never drawn, or one whose reality 
is more vivid and unmistakable. We know him as 
we know a familiar friend, or rather as we should 
know a friend whose character had been ex- 
plained for us by a common acquaintance of un- 
usual acuteness and opportunity of observation. 
Perhaps we might venture to add, that it is hardly 
explicable, except as a portrait d^a^\'n by a skilful 
hand guided by love, and by love intensified by 
the consciousness of some impassable barrier. 

Mr, Swinburne compares this masterpiece of 
Miss Bronte's art with the famous heroes of 
fiction. Don Qubcote. tJncle Toby, and Colonel 
Newcome. Don Quixote admittedly stands apart 
as one of the greatest creations of poetic imagina- 
tion. Of Colonel Newcome I will not speak; but 
the comparison with Uncle Toby is enough to 
suggest what is the great secret both of Miss 
Bronte's success and its limitations. In one 
sense Paul Emanuel is superior even to such 
characters as these. He is more real: he is so 
real that we feel at once that he must have been 
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drawn from a living model, though we may leave 
some indefiiiable margin o£ idealisation. If the 
merit of fiction were simply its approach to pro- 
ducing illusion, we might infer that Paul Emanuel 
was one of the first characters in the world of 
fiction. But such a test admittedly implies an 
erroneous theory of art; and, in fact, the intense 
individuality of Paul Emanuel is, in a different 
sense, the most serious objection to him. He ts 
a real human being who gave lectures at a par- 
ticular date in a pension at Brussels. We are as 
much convinced of that fact as we are of the real- 
ity of Miss Bronte herself i but the fact is also 
a presumption that he is not one of those great 
typical characters, the creation of which is the 
behest triumph of the dramatist or novelist. 
There is too much of the temporary and acci- 
dental — too little of the permanent and essential. 
We all know and love Uncle Toby, but we feel 
quite sure that no such man ever existed except 
in Sterne's brain. There may have been some 
real being who vaguely suggested him; but he is, 
we assume, the creation of Sterne, and the projec- 
tion into concrete form of certain ideas which had 
affected Sterne's imagination. He is not, indeed, 
nor is any fictitious character, a creation out of 
nothing. Partly, no doubt, he is Sterne himself, 
or Stcmc in a particnilar mood ; but Uncle Toby's 
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soul, that which makes him live and excite our 
sympathy and love, is something which m^ht 
be exx>re5sed by the philosopher as a theoryj 
and which has been expressed in an outward 
symbol by an artist of extraordinaiy skill, Don 
Quccote is of perennial interest, because he is the 
most powerful type ever set forth of the con- 
trast between the ideal and the commonplace, 
and his figure comes before us whenever we 
are forced to meditate upon some of the most 
vital and most melancholy truths about human 
life. Uncle Toby, in a less degree, is a great 
creation, because he ts the embodiment of one 
answer to a profound and enduring problem. 
He represents^ it has been said^ the wisdom of 
love, as Mr, Shandy exemplifies the love of wis- 
dom. More precisely, he is an incarnation of the 
sentimcntalism of the eighteenth century. It is 
a phenomenon which has its bad and its good 
aide, and which may be analysed and explained 
by historians of the tune. Sterne, in describing 
Uncle Toby, gave a concrete symbol for one of the 
most important currents of thought of the time» 
which took rchgious, moral, and political, as well 
as artTstic shapes. In many ways the sentiment 
has lost much of its interest for us; but though 
an utterance of an imperfect doctrine, we may 
infer that Uncle Toby's soul will transmigrate 
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into new shapes, and perhaps develop into higher 
forms. 

When we measure M. Paul Emanuel by this test, 
we feel instinctively that there is something want- 
ing. The most obvious contrast is that M. 
Emanuel is no humoiinst himself, nor even a 
product of humour. The imperfections, the lov- 
able absurdities, of Uncle Toby are imbedded in 
the structure of his character. His whims and 
oddities always leave us in the appropriate mood 
of blended smiles and tears. Many x*€«ple, es- 
pecially ''earnest'' young ladies, will prefer M. 
Paul Emanuel, who, like his creator, is always in 
deadly earnest. At bottom he is always (like all 
ladies* heroes) a true woman, simple, pure, heroic, 
and loving— a real Joan of Arc, as Mr, Thackeray 
s^d of his creator, in the beard and blouse of a 
French professor. He attaches extravagant im- 
portance to trifles, indeed, for his irascible and 
impetuous temperament is always converting him 
into an ^^olus of the duck-pond. So far there is, 
we may admit, a kind of pseudo -humorous ele- 
ment in his comxx)sition ; but the humour^ such 
as it is, lies entirely on the surface- He is per* 
fectly sane and sensible, though a trifle choleric. 
Give him a larger sphere of^tion, and his im- 
petuosity will be imposing instead of absurd. It 
is the mere accident of situation which gives. 
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even for a moment, a ludicrous tinge to his pro- 
ceedings. 

Uncle Toby, on the contrary, would be even 
more of a humourist as a general on the battle- 
field than in his mimic sieges on the bowling- 
green. The humour is in his very marrow, not in 
his surroundings i and the reason is that Sterne 
feels what every genuine humourist feels^ and 
what, indeed, it is his main function to express — a 
strong sense of the irony of fate, of the queer mix- 
ture of good ajid bad. of the heroic and the lu- 
dicrous, of this world of ours, and of what we may 
call the perversity of things in general. Whether 
such a treatment is altogether right and healthy 
is another question; and most certainly Sterne*s 
view of life is in many respects not only unworthy, 
but positively base. But it remains true that the 
deep humourist is finding a voice for one of the 
most pervading and profound of the sentiments 
raised in a philosophical observer who is struck 
by the discords of the universe. Sensitiveness to 
such discords is one of the marks of a truly re- 
flective intellect, though a humourist suggests one 
mode of escape from the pain which they cause, 
whilst a philosophic and religious mind may find 
another and perhape a more profoimd solution. 

Now M, Paul Emanuel, admirable and amiable 
as he is, never carries us into the higher regions of 
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thought- We are told, even ostentatiously, of 
the narrow prejudices which he shares, though 
they do not make him harsh and uncharitable. 
The prejudices were obv-ious in this case to the 
creator, because her own happened to be of a 
t ItlTerent kind. The " Tory and clergyman's 
daughter" was rather puzzled by finding that a 
bigoted Papist with a Jesuit education might 
still be a good man. and points out conscientiously 
the defects which she ascribes to his early training- 
But the mere fact of the narrowness, the want of 
familiarity with a wider sphere of thought, the 
acceptance of a narrow code of belief and moral- 
ity, docs not strike her as in itself having either a 
comic or a melancholy side. M. Paul has the 
wrong set of prejudices, but is not as wrong as 
prejudiced; and therefore we feel that a Sterne, 
or. say, a George Sand, whilst doing equal justice 
to M. Emanuel's excellent qualities, would have 
had a feeling (which in her was altogether want- 
ing) of his limitation and his incongruity with 
the great system of the world. Seen from an in- 
tellectual point of view, placed in his due relation 
to the great currents of thought and feeling of the 
time, we should have been made to feel the 
pathetic and humorous aspects of M. Emanuel's 
character, and he might have been equally a living 
individual and yet a type of some more general 
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idea. The philosopher might ask, for eKampIe, 
what is the exact value of luiseliish heroism guided 
by narrow theories or employed on unworthy 
tasks » and the philosophic humourist or artist 
m^ht embody the answer in a portrait of M. 
Emanuel considered from a cosmic or a cosmo- 
politan point of view. From the tower standpoint 
accessible to Miss Bronte he is still most attractive; 
but wc see only his relations to the little scholastic 
circle, and have no such perception as the greatest 
writers would give us of his relations to the uni- 
verse, or, as the next order would give, of his 
relations to the great world without. 

Although the secret of Miss Bronte's power lies, 
to a great extent, in the singular force with which 
she can reproduce acute observations of character 
from without, her most esoteric teaching, the 
most accurate reflex from her familiar idiosyn- 
crasy, is of course to be found in the characters 
painted from within. We may infer her person- 
ality more or less accurately from the mode in 
which she contemplates her neighbours, but it is 
directly manifested in various avatars of her own 
spirit- Among the characters who are more or 
less mouthpieces of her peculiar sentiment we 
may reckon not only Lucy Snowe and Jane Eyre, 
but. to some extent. Shirley, and, even more 
decidedly, Rochester. When they speak we are 
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really listening to her ovm voice, though it is 
more or less disguised in conformity to dramatic 
necessity. There are great differences between 
them; but they are such differences as would ex- 
ist between members of the same family, or might 
be explained by change of health or internal cir- 
cumstances. Jane Eyre has not had such bitter 
experience as Lucy Snowe; Shirley is generally 
Jane Eyre in high spirits, and freed from harassing 
anxiety; and Rochester is really a s}^irited sister 
of Shirley's, though he does his very best to be a 
man, and even an unusually masculine specimen 
of his sex. 

Mr, Rochester, indeed, has imposed upon a good 
many people; and he is probably responsible in 
part for some of the muscular heroes who have 
appeared since his time in the world of fiction, I 
roust, however, admit that, in spite of some op- 
posing authority, he Joes not appear to me to be 
a real character at all, except as a reflection of a 
certain side of his creator. He is in reality the 
personification of a true woman's longing (may 
one say it now?) for a strong master. But the 
knowledge is wanting. He is a very bold but 
necessarily unsuccessful attempt at an impossi- 
bility. The parson's daughter did not really know 
anything about the class of which he is supposed 
to be a type, and he remains vague and incon- 
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aistent in spite of all his vigour. He is intended 
to be a person who has surfeited from the fruit of 
the tree of knowledge, and addresses the inex- 
perienced governess from the height ^or depth — 
of his worldly wisdom. And he really knows 
just as little of the world as she does. He has to 
impose upon her by giving an account of his ad- 
ventures taken from the iiret novel at hand of the 
early Bulwcr school, or a diluted recollection of 
Byron. There is not a trace of real cynicism — of 
the strong nature turned sour by experience — ^in 
his whole conversation. He is supposed to be 
specially simple and masculine, and yet he is as 
self-conscious as a young lady on her first appear- 
ance in society, and can do nothing but discourse 
about his feelings, and his looks, and his phreno- 
logical symptoms, to his admiring hearer. Set 
him beside any man's character of a man and one 
feels at once that he has no real solidity or vitality 
in him. He has, of course, strong nerves and 
muscles, but those are articles which can be sup- 
plied in unlimited quantities with little expense 
to the imagination. Nor can one deny that hie 
conduct to Miss Eyre is abominable. If he had 
proposed to her to ignore the existence of the mad 
Mrs, Rochester, he would have acted like a rake, 
but not like a sneak. But the attempt to entrap 
Jane into a bigamous connection by concealing 
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the wife's existence is a piece of treachery for 
whioh it is hard to forgive him. WTien he chal- 
lenges the lawj'er and the clergyman to condemn 
him after ]iuttiiig themselves in his place, their 
answer is surely obvious. One may take a lenient 
view of a man who chooses by his own will to 
annul his marriage to a filthy lunatic ; but he was 
a knave for trj^ing to entrap a defenceless girl by 
a mock ceremony. He puts himself in a position 
in which the contemptible Mr. Mason has a moral 
advantage. 

This is by far the worst blot in Miss BrontS's 
wort, and may partly explain, though it cannot 
juslif>', the harsh criticisms made at the time. 
It is easy now to win a cheap reputation for 
generosity by tramplir^ upon the dead bodies of 
the luckless critics who blundered so hopelessly. 
The time for anger is past; and mere oblivion is 
the fittest doom for such ofTenders, Inexperience, 
and consequently inadequate appreciation of the 
demands of the situation, was Miss Bronte's chief 
fault in this matter, and most certainly not any 
^^itant of true purity and moral elevation. But 
the fact that she, in whom an instinctive nobility 
of spirit is, perhaps, the most marked characteris- 
tic, should have given scandal to the respectable, 
is suggestive of another inference. What, in fact, 
is the true significance of this singular strain of 
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thought and feeling, which puts on various and 
yet closely-aJhed forms in tlie three remarkable 
novels we have been considering? It displays it- 
self at one moment in some vivid description, or — 
for "description" seems too faint a word — ^some 
forcible presentation to our mind's eye of a frag- 
ment of moorland scenery ; at another, it appears 
as an ardently sympathetic portrayal of some trait 
of character at once vigorous and tender; then 
it Titters itself in a passionate soliloquy, which es- 
tablishes the fact that its author possessed the 
proverbial claim to knowledge of the heavenly 
powers; or again, it produces one of those singu- 
lar little prose-poems — such as Shirley's descrip- 
tion of Eve — which, with all their force, have just 
enough flavour of the "devoirs*' at M, Heger*s 
establishment to suggest that they arc the work 
of an inspired schoolgirl. To gather up into a 
single formula the meaning of such a character as 
Lucy Snowe, or, in other words, of Charlotte 
Bronte, is, of course, impossible. But at least 
such utterances always give us the impression of 
a fiery soul imprisoned in too narrow and too frail 
a tenement. The fire is pure and intense. It is 
kindled in a nature intensely emotional, and yet 
aided by an heroic sense of duty. The imprison- 
ment is not merely that of a feeble body in un- 
congenial regions, but that of a narrow circle of 
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thought, and consequently of a mind which has 
never worked itself clear by reflection, or de- 
veloped an harmonious and consistent view of 
life. There is a certain feverish disquiet which is 
marked by the pccidiar mannerism of the style. 
At its best, we have admirable flashes of vivid 
expression, where the material of language is 
the incarnation of keen intuitive thought. At 
its worst, it is strangely contorted, crowded by 
rather awkward personifications, and degenerates 
towards a rather unpleasant Ossianesque. More 
severity of taste would increase the power by re- 
straining the abuse. We feel an aspiration after 
more than can be accomplished, an unsatisfied 
yearning for potent excitement, which is some- 
timcB more fretful than forcible. 

The symptoms are significant of the pervading 
flaw in otherwise most effective workmanship. 
'They imply what, in a scientific sense, would be 
an inconsistent theory, and, in an aesthetic sense, 
an inharmonious representation of life. One 
(;reat aim of the writing, explained in the preface 
Ui the second edition of Jane Eyre, is a protest 
against conventionality. But the protest is com- 
tjinetl with a most unflinching adherence to the 
proper conventions of society; and we are left in 
jfTeat doubt as to where the line ought to be drawn. 
Where docs the unlawful pressure of society upon 
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tlie individual begin, and what arc the demands 
which it may rightfully make uixnn our respectP 
At one moment in Jane Eyre we seem to be drifting 
towards the solution that strong passion is the one 
really good thing in the world, and that all human 
con\'entions which oppose it should be disregarded. 
This was the tendency which shocked the re- 
spectable reviewers of the tune. Of course they 
should have seen that the strongest sympathy of 
the author goes with the heroic self-conquest of 
the heroine under temptation. She triumphs at 
the cost of a determined self-sacrifice, and un- 
doubtedly we are meant to sympathise with the 
martyr. Yet it is also true that we are left with 
the sense of an unsolved discord. Sheer stoical 
regard for duty is represented as something re- 
pulsive, however imposing, in the figure of St. 
John Rivers, and virtue is rewarded by the 
arbitrary removal of the obstacles which made it 
unpleasant. What would Jane Eyre have done, 
and what would our sympathies have been, had 
she found that Mrs. Rochester had not been burnt 
in the fire at Thomfield? That is rather an 
awkward question. l>uty is supreme, seems to 
be the moral of the story ; but duty sometimes in- 
volves a strain almost too hard for mortal faculties. 
If in the conflict between duty and pasaon the 
good so often borders upon the impracticable, the 
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greatest blessing in the world sliould be a wUl 
powerful enough to be an inflexible law for itself 
under all pressure of circumstances. Even a will 
directed to evij purposes has a kind of royal pre- 
rogative, and we may rightly do it homage. That 
seems to be the seminal thought in Wu^tering 
Heights, that strange book to which we can hardly 
find a parallel in our literature, unless in such 
works as Uie Revenger's Tragedy, and some other 
crude but startling productions of the Elizabethan 
dramatists. But Emily Bronte's feeble grasp of 
external facts makes her book a kind of baseless 
nightmare, which we read with wonder and with 
distressing curiosity, but with even more pain 
than pleasure or profit- Charlotte's mode of 
conceiving the problem is given most fully in 
Viltette, the book of which one can hardly say. 
with a recent critic, that it represents her " ripest 
wifidom," but which seems to give her best solu- 
tion of the great problem of life. Wisdom, in fact, 
it not the word to apply to a state of mind which 
aecms to be radically inconsistent and tentative. 
The spontaneous and intense aflrection of kindred 
and noble natures is the one really precious thing 
in life, it seems to say; and, so far, the thought is 
true, or a partial aspect of the truth ; and the high 
feeling undeniable- But then, the author seems 
t/> add, such happiness is all but chimerical. It 
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falls to the lot only of a Few exceptional people, 
upon whom fortune or Providence has del^hted 
to shower its gifts. To all others life is either a 
wretched grovelling business, an affair of making 
money and gratifying sensuality, or else it is a 
prolonged martyrdom. Yield to your feelings, 
and the chances are enormously great that you 
are trampled upon by the selfi5b> or that you come 
into collision with some of those conventions 
which must be venerated, for they are the only 
barriers against moral degradation, and which yet 
somehow seem to moke in favour of the cruel and 
the self-seeking- The only safe plan is that of the 
lady in the ballad, to "lock your heart in a case 
of gold, and pin it with a silver pin." Mortify 
your affections, scourge yourself with rods, and 
sit in sackcloth and ashes; stamp vigorously 
upon the cruel thoms that strew your pathway, 
and learn not to shrink, when they lacerate the 
most tender flesh. Be an ascetiCt in brief, and 
yet without the true aim of the ascetic. For, un- 
like him, you must admit that these affections arc 
precisely the best part of you. and that the offers 
of the Churcht which proposes to wean you from 
the world and reward you by a loftier prize* are a 
delusion and a snare. They are the lessons of 
a designing priesthood, and imply a blasphemy 
against the most divine instincts of human nature. 





Charlotte Bronte 



3'i 



must be sought by courting misery. Undoubtedly 
such a position speaks of a mind diseased, and a 
more powerful intellect would even under her 
conditions have worked out some more compre- 
hensible and harmonious solution. 

For us. however, it is allowable to interpret her 
complaints in our own fashion, whatever it may 
be. We may give our own answer to the dark 
problem, or at least indicate the path by which 
an answer must be reached. For a poor soul so 
grievously beset within and without by troubles 
in which we all have a share, we can but feel the 
strongest sympathy. We cannot sit at her feet 
as a great teacher, nor admit that her view of life 
is satisfactory, or even intelligible. But we feel 
for her as for a fellow -sufferer who has at least 
felt with extraordinary keenness the sorrows and 
disappointments which torture most cruelly the 
most noble virtues, and has clung throughout her 
troubles to beliefs which must in some form or 
other be the guiding lights of all worthy actions. 
She is not in the highest rank amongst those who 
have fought their way to a clearer atmosphere, and 
can help us to clearer conceptions; but she is 
among the first of those who have felt the neces- 
sity of consolation, and therefore been stimulated 
to more successful eflorta. 
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The recently published Memorials of the late 
Canon Kingsley do not constitute a biography of 

the nonnal type. In other words, the book docs 
not profess to answer every question which the 
cariosity of readers might surest; and. on the 
whole, one may be very glad that it does not. To 
many such questions the most appropriate an- 
swer is silence, not unmixed with contempt. To 
otherB. which may be taken as the expression of a 
legitimate interest in an eminent man, a reader 
of moderate intelligence may be trusted to find a 
sufficient answer in the ample materials placed 
before him. There is no great difficulty in seizing 
the main outlines of so strongly marked a char- 
acter; and, on the whole, Kingsley well deserves 
the labour. Few writers of his generation gave 
clearer indications of power. Had he died at the 
age of five-and-thirty (when Westward Ho! was 
already completed), wc should have speculated 
upon the great things which we had lost. The 
last twenty years of his life added little or nothing 
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to his literary reputation- Perhaps, indeed, some 
of his performances — the lectures at Cambridge, 
and the unfortunate controversy with Newman — 
reflected a certain discredit upon his previous 
achievements. The explanation is not far to 
sect, when one lias read the story of his life; but 
the fact makes it rather difficult to recall the 
feelings with which the rising generation of the 
years between 1848 and 1855 regarded the most 
vigorous champion of a school then in its h^hest 
vigour, Tk$ Saint's Tragedy, Yeast, Alton Locke, 
HypaUa, and Westward Ho! iliJ not exactly reveal 
one of the bom leaders of mankind; but their 
freshness, geniality, and vigour seemed to indi- 
cate powers which might qualify their possessor to 
be an admirable interpreter between the original 
prophets and the inferior disciples, There was 
the buoyancy of spirit, the undoubting confidence 
that the riddle of the universe had at last been 
satisfactorily solved, and the power of seizing the 
picturesque and striking aspect of things ancf em- 
bodying abstract theories in vivid symbols which 
marks the second order of intellects — the men who 
spread but do not originate fruitful and trans- 
forming ideas. Thinkers of the highest rank may 
be equally self-confident ; for it cannot be denied 
that unreasonable trust in one's own infallibility 
is a great condition of success in even the highest 
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tasks; biit the confidence of great minds is com- 
patible with a deeper estimate of the dlS^culties 
before them. They may hold that evil will be 
extirpated, but the>" are aware that its roots 
strike down into the very heart of things. Kings- 
ley's exuberant faith in his own message showed 
the high spirits of youth rather than a profound 
insight into the conditions of the great problems 
which he solved so fluently. At the time, how- 
ever, this youthful zeal was contagious. If not 
an authority to obey, he was a fellow-worker in 
whom to trust heartily and rejoice unreservedly. 
Nobody, as Matthew Arnold says in a letter pub- 
lished in the Life, was more willing to admire or 
more free from petty jealousies. This quality 
gave a charm to his H-ritings. There was always 
something generous in their tone; a desire to un- 
derstand his antagonist's position, which was due 
to his own temperament as much as to the teach- 
ing of his leader, Maurice ; and, in short, awarmth 
and heartiness which led one to overlook many 
defects, and rightly attracted the enthusiasm of 
men young enough to look up to him for guidance. 
The earlier pages in Mrs. Kingsley's volumes give 
a vivid picture of this period of his life, or at least 
of one side of it. Something is said— as of course 
it is proper to say something — of the speciUative 
doubts and difhctdties through which he won his 
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way to a tnorc settled and happier frame of mind. 
But it is impossible to take this very seriously. 
Kingsley, as his letters prove, started in life, like 
other lads, with a ready-made theory of the uni- 
verse. Like other lads, he was perfectly confident 
that it rested upon an unassailable basis and 
would solve all difficulties. He intended, it is 
true, to perfect himself in a few branches of study 
which he had hitherto neglected ; he was to learn 
something about metaphysics, theology, ecciesi^ 
astical history, and other branches of knowledge; 
but it is quite plain that Kant and Augustine and 
other great teachers of mankind were to be called 
in, not to consult upon the basis of his philosophy. 
but to furnish him with a few toob for polishing 
certain corollaries and increasing his dialectical 
skill. He is quite ready to provide his correspond- 
ents immediately with a definitive philosophical 
system, and shows his usual versatility in applying 
at least some of the metaphysical phraseology 
caught from his intellectual idols, Many lads 
learn to modify the speculative apparatus with 
which they started in life. Absolute conver^ons, 
it is true, are almost unknown in philosophy. No 
one ever deserts from the empirical to the a 
priori school, or vice vers^; for a man's attitude 
in such matters depends upon intellectual tend- 
encies which assert themselves in early youth as 
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wnA as in riper years. But men of real power 
go thnmgh a process of development, which, 
though it leaves a certain homogeneity between 
their eaiiier and their later ^^ews. softens the 
cnideness and lessens the superficiality of the fir^ 
guesses. No such process is traceable in Kingsky- 
His first theory is his last, except that in later 
years his interest in abstract speculation had 
obviously declined, and his declarations, if equally 
dogmatic in form, show less confidence than de- 
sire to be confident. He is glad to turn from 
speculations to facts, and thinks that his strei^h 
lies in the direction rather of the natural sciences 
than of speculative thoi^ht. 

Probably he was quite right. It would, at any 
rate, be a mistake to r^ard any process of specu- 
lative development as determining his career. He 
was no real philosoplier, thoi^h capable of pro- 
viding philosophical dialogues quite good enough 
to figure in an historical novel. He was primarily 
a poet, or, at least, a man swayed by the imagina- 
tion and emotions. He felt keenly, saw vividly. 
and accepted such abstract teachings as were most 
congenial to his modes of seeing and feeling. The 
true key to his mental development must there- 
fore be sought in his emotional history, and not in 
the intellectual fermentation which determines 
the career of^ true thinker. The story of his life 
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in this aspect, though indicated rather than di- 
rectly told, sterns to be simple enough. Few 
people, it is probable, possess greater faculties of 
enjoyment than Kingsley. His delight in a fine 
landscape resembled the delight of an epicure in 
an exquisite vintage. It had the intensity and 
absorbing power of a sensual appetite. He en- 
joyed the sight of the Atlantic rollers relieved 
gainst a purple stretch of heather as the con- 
ventional alderman enjoys turtle-soup. He gave 
himself up to the pure emotion as a luxurious 
nature abandons itself to physical gratification. 
His was not the contemplative mood of the greater 
poets of nature, but an intense spasm of sympathy 
which rather excluded all further reflection. Such 
a temperament implies equal powers of apprecia- 
tion for many other kinds of beauty, though his 
love of fine scenery has perhaps left the strongest 
mark upon his book^. He was abnormaUy sensi- 
tive to those pleasures which are on the border- 
line between the sensuous and the intellectual. 
He speaks in an early letter of the ' ' dreamy days 
of boyhood," when his "enjoyment was drawn 
from the semi-sensual deUghts of ear and eye. 
from sun and stars, wood and wave, the beautiful 
inanimate in all its forms." '* Present enjoy- 
ment." he adds, "present profit, brought always 
to me a recklessness of moral consequences which 
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has been my banc'* Tbe last c xp gea si on nj 
collide be taken for what it ts w o rth — that r^ 
ne^ct to pothiog: bat he is no doubt ri^^ 
attributing to himself a certain greediness 
pleasures of the class described, which bee 
mare tnteHectual and coiDprebensive but ba 
less intense in Later years. I 

It is needless to point out what are tbe dan 
to which a cnan is esposed by such a tem^ 
ment. He describes himself (at the age of twe 
two) as saved from "the darkling tempest 
sceptjctsm." and from ''sensuality and dia 
tion;" saved, too, "from a hunter's life on 
prairies, fnnn becoming a savage and per 
worse," The phrase savours of his habituaJ 
aggeration, but it has a real meaning, Yi 
men with a strong taste for pleasure are ni 
often enough, thoi^h they do not go so f£ 
"the prairies" to effect that consummation. 
can see with sufBcient clearness that durii^ 
coUege life Kingsley went through serious s 
gles and came out victorious. Partly, no dc 
he owed that victory over himself to the 
that his tastes, however keen, were not cc 
He had a geniune vein of poetry; that is to 
really noble feeling. His intense delight ir 
higher forms of beauty was a force which res 

tdation. Th( 
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faculties may, as has been too clearly proved, fall 
into bondage to the lowest impulses of our nature. 
In the case of a man so open to generous and 
manly impulses, so appreciative of the charms 
which outward scenery reveals to healthy and 
tender minds and to them alone, the struggle 
against such a bondage must have been in any 
case prolonged and vigorous. But stronger men 
than Kingsley have yielded, and one may see in 
him the type of character which, under other 
conditions, produces the ''diabolical*' or rather 
the animalistic school of art and literature. An 
external influence, we are left to infer, had a share 
in saving him from so lamentable a descent. 
Kingsley, in short, was rescued, as other men 
have been rescued, by the elevating influence of 
a noble passion. It is inevitable that this fact, 
tolerably obvious as it is, should be rather in- 
dicated than stated in the biography. But he 
was not slow to proclaim in all his writings, and 
we need not scruple to assume that his utterance 
was drawn from his own experience, that, of all 
good things that can befall a man in this world, 
the best is that he should fall in love with a good 
woman. It is not a new truth; indeed, most 
truths of that importance have an uncomfortable 
habit of revealing themselves to the intrusive per- 
sons who have insisted upon saying all our best 
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things before us. Still, true as it is, many youiag 
men are apt to ignore it, or to consider it as re- 
pealed instead of limited by obviotis prudential 
PT^XiniB . Kingsley, led to recognise it, and even 
to exaggerate its exclusive importance by his own 
history, insists upon it with an emphasis which 
may not only be traced through his writings, but 
which seems to have affected all his conceptions 
of Hfe. It may almost be regarded as the true 
central point of his doctrine. The love of man 
for woman, when sanctified by religious feeling, 
is, accorduig to him, the greatest of all forces that 
work for individual or social good. This belief, 
and the system of which it forms a part, gives the 
most characteristic colouring to all his work. It 
appears to be decided by general consent that 
a novel means the same thing as a love-story. 
Some writers, indeed, have been bold enough to 
maintain, and even to act upon the opinion, that 
this view exaggerates the part played by the pas- 
sion in actual life : and that men have some inter- 
ests in life which survive the pairing period, 
Kingsley's doctrine differs from that of the ordi- 
nary novelist in another way. Love may not be 
the ultimate end of a man's life; but it is. as 
Shakespeare puts it — 

The ever-fixed mark 
That looks on tempests and is never shaken; 
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It is the star to every wandering bark, 

Whose worth '3 unknown, although his height be 

taken. 

It is the guide to a noble life ; and not only affords 
the discipline by which men obtain the masteiy 
over themselves, but reveals to them the true 
theoiy of their relations to the universe. This 
doctrine, treated in a rather vacillating manner, 
supplies the theme for his carUest book. Th^ 
Sainfs Tragedy. Lancelot, in Yeasi, and even the 
poor tailor. Alton Locke, owe their best stimulus 
towards obtaining a satisfactory solution of the 
perplexed social problems of the time to their love 
for good women, Hypatia^ the type of the femi- 
nine influence whose lofty instincts are misdirected 
by a decaying philosophy, and poor Pelagia, with 
no philosophy at all^ excite the passions by which 
monks, pagans, and Goths are elevated or cor- 
rupted; ajid the excellent Victcjria — a lady who 
comes too distinctly from a modem tract — shows 
the philosopher Raphael how to escape from a 
despairing cynicism. The Elizabethan heroes of 
Westward Ho/ take the side of good or evil ac- 
cording to their mode of understanding love for 
the heroines. In Two Years Ago, the delicate 
curate, and the dandifled American, and the 
sturdy Tom Thumall. all manage to save their 
souls by the worship of a lofty feminine character. 
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whilst poor Tom Briggs oJics Vavasour is mined 
by his ^Dure to appreciate the rare excellence of 
his wife. The same thought inspires some of his 
most remaricable poems, as the truly beautiful 
Amifomeda^ and the Mariyrdom of SaitU Maura, 
coosiidcied bj' himself to be his best, though T 
fancy tiiai few readers will share this judgment, 
Lancdot in Yeast dedgns a great allegorical draw- 
ing call«d the Triumph of Wcman, which sets 
forth the hallowing influence of feminine charms 
upod every variety of human being. The picture 
is one of those which could hardly be put upon 
^nvas; but il would be the proper frontispiece 
to Kingsley's works. 

Sich & doctrine, it may be said, is too specific 
and nanr^w to be considered as the animating 
principle of the \-arious books in which it appears. 
This is doubtless true, and it must be taken rather 
as the most characteristic application of the 
tCttChinE <^ which it is in a logical sense the corol- 
laiy, though ostensible corollaries are often in 
fact first principles. When generalised or a^so- 
cintcd with congenial theories of wider applica- 
lif^, it explains Kingsle>'*s leading doctrines. 
Thus the love of good women is the great prac- 
ticftl guide in life; and, in a broader sense, our 
affections are to guide our intellects. The love of 
natutv, the mpture produced in a sensitive mind 
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by the glorious beauties of the external world, is 
to teach us the true theory of the iiniverse. The 
ultimate ailment which convinces men like Tom 
Thuman and Raphael Aben Ezra is that the love 
of which they have come to know the mysterious 
charm must reveal the true archetype of the 
worid, previously hidden by the veil of sense. It 
wants no more to eKplain a problem which seems * 
to have puzzled Kingsley himself — why, namely, 
the mystics should supply the ouly religious teach- 
ing which had "any real meaning for his heart/' 
A man who systematically sees the world through 
his affections is so far a mystic ; though Kingsley's 
love of the concrete and incapacity for abstract 
metaphysics pre\'cnt€d him from using the t™c 
mystical language. Still simpler is the solution 
of another problem stated by his biographer. It 
is said to be '* strange" that Kingsley should have 
acknowledged the intellectual leadership at once 
of Coleridge and Maurice and of Carlyle, The 
superficial difference between the two first and 
the last of those writers is indeed ob\4ous. But 
it requires no profound reasoner to detect the 
fundamental similarity. They all agree in seeing 
facts through the medium of the imagination, and 
substituting poetic intuition for the slow and 
chilling processci of scientific reasoning. They 
^ Lifw, vol. i<i p. 4VC, 
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s^ree in rejecting the rigid framework of dc^tna 
and desiring to exalt the spirit above the dead 
letter. To Kingsley, as to his teachers, and to 
most imaginative minds, science seemed at one 
time to meoD materialism in philosophy and 
cynicism in morals. Men of science subordinate 
the satisfaction of the emotions to the satisfaction 
of the intellect; they seek to analyse into their 
elements the concrete realities which alone inter- 
est the poet, and see mechanical laws where their 
opponents would recognke a living force. To 
Kingsley they appeared to be drying up the source 
of his most rapturous emotions, and reducing the 
beautiful world to a colourless museum of dead 
specimens. Instead of r^ulating they were sup- 
pressing the emotions. It is less remarkablte that 
he should have opposed a doctrine thus inter- 
preted, than that he should have gradually be- 
come less hostile to the scientific aspect of things. 
Hft accepted, instead of reviled, Darwin's teach- 
ing; and seems to have been convincing himself 
that, after all. science was not an enemy to the 
loftier sentilhents. His keen eye for fiature, his 
love of beast and bird and insect, made him 
lympathise with the observers, if not with the 
riaaoners, and led him to recognise a poetic and 
A religious side in rightly interpreted science. 
His imtipathy to another kind of dogmatism is 
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equally intelligible. To him it appeared (rightly 
or wrongly) to be hopelessly tainted by the evil 
principle which he generally described as Mani- 
chxism. It ordered him (or so he supposed) to 
look upon nature with horror or suspicion, instead 
of regarding it as everywhere marked with the 
indelible impress of the creative hand» and there- 
fore calculated to stimulate the highest emotions 
of reverence and awe; and, still more, it set up a 
false and attenuated ethical standard^ which con- 
demned all natural impulses as therefore bad, ard 
placed the monkish above the domestic virtues. 
It was clearly inevitable that a man who regarded 
human love as the very centre and starting-point 
of all the good influences of life, and the delight 
in nature as the very test of a healthily constituted 
mind, should look upon teaching thus understood 
with absolute detestation. Possibly he carica- 
tured it ; at any rate he spared no pains to attack 
it by every means open to him, and especially by 
setting forth his own ideal of character. He 
created the " muscular Christian" — the man, that 
is, who, on the showing of his antagonists, is an 
impossible combination of classical and Christian 
types, and, on his own, implies the harmonious 
blending of all aspects of the truth. He protested, 
fruitlessly enough, against the nickname, because 
it seemed to imply that his version of the character 
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Ij: si^^sizd ^laz z^ =ad :aed Chnsaan pfarase* 
lic^ X r:c»crar£ i b2nd atlaiudxkn for pfay- 

^i^TiMTj ff — ^ETTsased re an impradeoth' ang r v 

r!te rriLiiianiiT wascnneL because h was at ocvre 
:aise imf tjiaigrTPle- It was filse, for KingsJ^'s 
iieai M7:«s-—wt:etner properfv tt> be calfed Christ ' 
^m^ :r =ct — are certainly not mere animals. 
T^ie^ bsive uhecT fs^ihs. but ther are cot sensoal 
:r '7^'^" rsDcgi ts some of their HteiaTy de> 
^;- *mt^trrts :±e a i irrn al suf e of their nature seems 
5: itre itfvelt?ped rCsdf with so^ncious &iciHty, 
Jt3CT3i5 Lri^ wTjcIii pnjbabh" have hanged his 
OttT Livxgsccne &om a >^aid-arm before the 
Tcvnge ^'^is <?v«r. To readers, howe\-er, looktog 
jz A*rj;^s trom a different pomt of view, the iike- 
jffss !E%3t be deceptive; and in asserting the 
■r:ij3£ of certam qualities too much depreciated 
*>x bB£ cntk:^ he nataraCy seemed to give them 
jn esceasive valne, 

A vjf^ie impressKon that Kingsley was somehow 
a -vwcriiil drtender of the faith — ^that he had 
^ftc thrpogh the doubts and difficulties which 
r^rt^x other minds — counts for something in his 
•vt*ti3aritv. It is quite needless to dispel this 
pkusant \ision. if anybody holds it; but I shall 
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venture to take it for granted that it would be 
useless to look to him for any very profound 
statement of the grounds of belief. Doubtless he 
was what is called a sincere believer; but one 
cannot forget that all hagiologists are apt uncon- 
sciously to heighten the halo of religious unction 
which surrounded their heroes when alive. Kings- 
ley did not carry so much of the pulpit frame of 
mind into ordinary life as innocent readers might 
fancy. Nobody would have been better pleased 
to follow jolly Bishop Corbet into his cellar and 
pitch away cassock and bands with "There goes 
the parson/" and "There goes the bishop/' He 
had not the dignified calm which stamps the caste 
of bores and philosophers: and, indeed, the im- 
petuosity o£ temperament which disqualified him 
for such tasks is but too perceptible in his artistic 
work. Its most obvious fault is a want of repose 
and harmony. He can never be quiet for a mo- 
ment. Every sentence must be emphatic and 
iiytense. He seizes the first aspect of a subject; 
dashes out a picture— sometimes of perfectly ad- 
mirable vigour — in half a dozen lines; but cannot 
dwell upon a particular strain of thought or tone 
down the brilliant hues of fragmentary passages 
by the diffused atmosphere of calm reflection. He 
could hardly sit quiet for a moment, as one of his 
admirers tells us; and his strong-minded heroes. 
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idio ought to be self-sustained and tranquil, are 
always in as great a fever as himself. The result 
of this tendency b too plainly written upon his 
life as upon has books. He ^^as alwaj^, in a sani- 
tar>' sense, living upon his capital, and taking 
more out of his strength than his powers justified. 
He knocked himself up completely by writing 
Yeasi before he was thirty, and even' subsequent, 
work seems to have involved an effort which told 
hea\'ily upon his constitution. The natural con- 
sequence of such a process is to be seen in the fact 
already noticed that his literary productix'eness 
rapidly declined ; and that in his later works we 
have the emphasis which has become habitual 
without the force which saved it from affecta* 
tion. It must, however, be said to his credit that 
he had the merit — a lamentably rare one — of 
abandoning the attempt to rival his own earlier 
performances when the vein no longer flowed 
spontaneously. 

The strength and the weakness of such a tan-^ 
perament arc illustrated by his poetry, of which 
some fragments will probably survive (and (ew, 
indeed, are the poets who survive by more than 
fragments), though we may doubt the truth of his 
own opinion that they would supply his most 
lasting claim upon posterity- He explains, how- 
over, very frankly why he can never be a great 
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poet. He is wanting, he says,^ in the great poetic 
faculty — the "power of metaphor and analogue — 
the instinctive vision of connections between all 
things in heaven and earth," His mind, in other 
words, was deficient in the direction of philosophic 
imagination. He could not, like Milton, converse 
habitually with 

Him that yon soars on golden wing, 
Guiding the fiery-wheeled throne, 
The cherub Conteniplation. 

He was too restless and impetuous to be at Kise 
on those heights from which alone the widest 
truths become perceptible and excite the emotions 
which are at once deepest and calmest, Plis songs 
represent jets and gushes of vivid but rather 
feverish emotion. A pathetic or heroic story, or 
the beauty of some natural scene, moves him 
deeply, and he utters his emotion in an energetic 
burst of vivid lan^age- But he is too short- 
winged for a long flight, or for soaring into the 
loftiest regions of the intellccttial atmosphere. 

Every short lyric is the record, one must sup- 
pose, of some such mood of intense excitement. 
But it makes all the difference whether the excite- 
ment takes place in a mind already stored with 
thought, and ready to pierce nistantaneously to 

■ Lift, vol, U.< p. 55. 



530 Hours in a Library 

the deepest meazm^ of a particular seme oriiM^ 
dent, or in a mind incapable of sustained reflec- 
tktt, and accustomed to see things hy brilliant 
flashes which reveal only their partial and super- 
6cial aspects. When, however, we do not blame 
Kingsley for not being somebody else, we must 
admit him to be excellent within his limits. The 
Andromeda is in every way admirable. It is prob- 
ably the most successful attempt in the language 
to grapple with the technical difficulties of Eng- 
lish hexameters; and he also seems to find in 
the pagan mythott^y a more appropriate symbol 
for his characteristic tone of sentiment, and an 
imagery which fits in better with his nature- 
worship than in regions more familiar to him. He 
can abandon himself unreservedly to his delight 
in the beautiful without bothering himself about 
the Manichees or showing the controversial theo- 
logian under the artistic dress. The shorter poems 
have generally a power of stamping themselves 
upon the memory, due, no doubt, to their straight- 
forward, nervous style. They have the cardinal 
merit of vigour which belongs to all genuine utter- 
ance of real emotion, and are delightfully free 
fiom the Babby affectations of many modem 
rivals. The mark may not be the most elevated, 
but he goes at it as straight as he would ride at a 
fence. His North-Easter does not blow from such 
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ethereal regions as Shelley's South-West Wind. It 
verges upon the absurd^ and is perhaps not quite 
free from that taint of vulgarity which vitiates all 
artistic reference to field-sports. But given that 
such a sentiment was worth expressing, the tones 
in which it is couched am as ringing and \'igorous 
as could be wished. He can rise much higher 
when he is pathetic and indignant. It would not 
be easy to find a better war-cry for the denouncer 
of social wrongs than the ballad of the Poacher's 
Widow. And to pass over the two songs by 
which he is best loiown, such poems as Poor 
Lorraine— ^Tst published in the biography— n^r 
the beautiful lines in Th€ Saint's Tragedy, begin- 
ning '* Oh, that we two were maying ! " are intense 
enough in their utterance to make us wonder why 
he fell short of the highest class of song-writing. 
Perhaps the defect is indicated by a certain desire 
to be picturesque, which prevents him from ob- 
taining complete success in the simple expression 
of pathos. The poems have a taint of prettiness 
— and prettiness is a deadly vice in poetry. There 
15 about them a faint flavour of drawing-room 
music. But, when we do not want to be hyper- 
critical, we may be thankful for poetry which, if 
not of the highest class, has the rarest of merits at 
the present day — genuine fer\'Our and originality. 
The fullest expression of Kingsley's mind must 
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* i»S5. nooe seven years, ooc macy say, saw 
1» SiBMy rw, cnhn i ii aljon. and decHoe. TW 
's Ttmffiiy ^presents the period of mental 
ll win hardly hve longer than many 
a tt e m p t s by men of equal genios to 
HOC mtoided for the stage. The 
is generally felt to be an en- 
Tstther than a help, and one cannot 
ia this instance that Kmgsley might 
dcMie better if he had written a picturesque 
inslcad fd forcing his story into an muxm- 
gaaal fiimii wuili Nobody is now likely to share 
BtBacD'sbeficf that the author had proved him- 
sdf cafaiAt of continuing Shakespeare's great 
sfHs of historic dramas. But one is also father 
ai rpfise d that a perfonnance which, with all its 
crudities arxl awkwardness, showed such unmis- 
tpK*^ symptoms of power, did not make a 
g rr ater inipresaon. Perhaps the most vital fault 
is the want of unity, not merely in plot but in the 
leading thought, which was the natural result of 
the mode of composition. He began it in r84a— 
that is, at the a^ of twenty-three — and it was 
not published till 184S. As this includes the 
period during which Kingsley passed through Ids 
protest trouble, it is not wonderful that the book 
dtoald show signs of confuKOO- It has, indeed. 
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a purpose, and a very distinct one. It is the first 
exposition ot that doctrine which, as I have said, 
Kingsley preached in season and out of season- 
He wishes to exhibit the beauty of his own ideal 
of feminine meekness as compared with the 
monastic and ascetic ideal. It cannot, I think, be 
denied that this central idea was capable of ar- 
tistic treatment, A dramatist might surely find 
an impressive motive in the confiict set up in a 
mind of purity and elevation by the acceptance 
of a distorted code of morality. There is a genu- 
ine tragic element in this interpretation of poor 
Elizabeth's sufferings. Nature tells her that her 
domestic affections are holy and of divine origin; 
the priests tell her that they are to be crushed and 
mortifted- She is gradually tortured to death by 
the distraction of attempting to obey the two 
voices, each of them appealing to the loftiest and 
most unselfish motives. The history' is probably 
inaccurate, but the conception is not the less 
powerful. The execution remains unsatisfactory, 
chiefly for the obvious reason that Kingsley was 
not quite a Shakespeare nor even a Schiller, and 
that his work is therefore rather a series of vigorous 
sketches than an effective whole; but partly also 
because his own sentiment seems to be vacillating 
and indistinct. A thorough hater or a thorough 
adherent of the theories impi^ned would have 
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1 wcA mcFTe artistically telling because 

^ fc gggtSy concaved, Kingsley is really 

^^£ is vay to a theory, and therefore tinde- 

> 31 'jiis jrtrsric attitude. The whole becomes 

jai xcistzQct. He is feverishly excited 

deeply moved, and inconsistent when 

*q^ &j be compassionate. Briefly, he wants 

of band and definiteness of purpose, 

.^jy^jcgtt^ereE no want of very remarkable vigour. 

^^ zm:* luDv^ Yeast and Atton Locke are far 

.^^jCT fflecth'e: and indeed Alton Locke may be 

> .^-^a^ regarded as his best piece of work. It is 

*ljj^-t nrrecitable to the discernment of the intelligent 

^^^ th^i Kingsley should have been taken for 

5^vi*r^'« revolutionist on the strength of these 

^^^j^r^TSJimoes, The intelligent public indeed is 

^joh^ gtv«i to the grossest stupidity; and, as 

■g^33^<e>' mi>re or less deceived himself, it is not 

,^<^«rnil that he should have been misimder- 

^fl^vd- H* announced himself at a public meeting 

— '• t< 4 Chartist ; and when a man voluntarily 

^iL'^pts a nickname, he must not be surprised if he 

^ cwiiit«t.l with all the qualities generally asso- 

^tevt with it. In fact, however, he was not 

tfK'i^ of a grtiuine Radical than when in later years 

^ ^'Uiwl that he would, if he could, ''restore 

the f«iKUl s\"Stem, the highest form of civihsation 

\j\ vi^. not in practice — which Europe Wie yel; 
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seen." ' There is much virtue in the phrase 
■'not in practice;" and perhaps Kingsley was no 
more of a genuine feudalist than he was of a genu- 
ine Chartist- In his earlier phase he was simply 
playing a part which has often enough been at- 
tempted by very honest men. Missionaries of a 
new faith see the advantage of sapping the old 
creed instead of attacking it in front. Adopting 
its language and such of its tenets as arc con- 
genial to their own, they can gradually introduce a 
friendly garrison into the hostile fort. The con- 
scious adoption of such a method might have been 
called Jesuitical by Kingsley, and in his mouth 
such an epithet would have been damnatory. 
But it was in all sincerity that he and his friends 
considered themselves to be the "ttue dema- 
gogues" — to quote the title of the chapter in 
which the moral of Alton Locke is embodied. 
They had not the slightest sympathy, indeed^ with 
the tenets of the thoroughgoing Radical, Kings- 
ley believed in the social as much as in the eccle- 
siastical hierarchy; and with an intensity which 
almost amounted to bigotry. He would no more 
put down the squires than the parson; and him- 
self a most energetic parson, he certainly did not 
undervalue the social importance of the func- 
tion discharged by his order. In Alton Locke the 
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bitterest satire is direct^ not against s^- 
todolgcnt nobles or pedantic prelates, but against 
the accepted leaders of the artisans. The "true 
dcooaieogQe/' as is perfectly natural, holds the 
false demagogue in especial horror. Kingsley is 
tbe friend, not Cuffey. He hates the "Man- 
fiwster school" as the coromonplace version of 
Radicalism and the analogue of the Materiatist 
school in politics- From these, he says,' in 1S52, 
" Heaven defend tis; for of all narrow, conceited, 
hypocritical, and anarchic and atheistic schemes 
of the universe, the Manchester one is precisely 
the wof3t. r have no words to express ray con-' 
tempt for it." Briefly, Kingsley's remedy for 
speculative error was not the rejection, but the 
more spiritual interpretation, of the old creed; 
and his remedy for bad squires and parsons was 
not disendowment and di\ision of the land, but 
the raising up a better generation of parsons and 
squires. 

There is a superficial resemblance between this 
theory and that of the Young England school, 
who, like Kingsley, would have restored the 
feudal system in a purified state. Some of his 
writing runs parallel to Lord BeaconsGeld's ex- 
position of that doctrine. The difEcrence was. of 
couree> vital. He bated medieval rex'h'alism as 
■L^, voLi, p. 314- 
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heartily as he hated the demagogues; and liis 
prejudices against the whole order of ideas repre- 
sented hy the Tracts for the Times were perhaps 
the strongest of his antipathies. He looked back 
to the sixteenth, not to the twelfth century ; and 
Ijis idea] parson was to be no ascetic, but a married 
mkn with a taste for field-sports, and fully sym- 
pathising with the common-sense of the laity. 
The Young England party seemed to him to de- 
sire the conversion of the modem labourer into a 
picturesque peasant, ready to receive doles at the 
castle-gate and bow before the priest with bland 
subservience, Kingsley wanted to make a man 
of him ; to give him self-respect and independence, 
not in a sense which would imply the levelling all 
social superiorities, but in the sense of assigning 
to him an honourable position in the social or- 
ganisation. He was no more to be petted or 
pauperised than to be set on a level with his social 
superiors, or set loose without guidance from his 
intellectual teachers. 

Some such doctrines would be verbally accepted 
by most men ; and I cannot here ask whether they 
really require the teaching with which Kmgsley 
associated them. The demagogues and the ob- 
structives were both» according to him, on a 
wrong tack; and he could point out the one true 
method of reuniting development with order. 

VOL.IU.— U. 
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^' ^±s Thjrx n: !df i±ieGne&. the amtzmeot 
^ ^B^a^iti -v~. izi£=n v^£ ssbstantially healthy, 
T^nrxit.. i-ii -arrxiez. Tbsc pan <rf his &:tkvis 
iz v^i h s 5=b;ii»i s tr^tehh- his most vahia- 
riif "w.xi. N:ci:trr ^"^g- rr^d the desctTptioas of 
■±ff £^ri^rzl-r=ril. iab im r s :rr of the Laodon artisan 
3^ Yii^^ ini ,i^"c JL-ccf m^ibcsn iccognisiag both 
izj* s:r-i3pi .'C rs sTmre^iies and the vigoar of 
is pHTz's^cfT* firzl-^is. He was drawing from 
'Jx ^re, snl ccrressz:^ ris deepest emotioiis. 

Wiu s ^be ^ize cc 7?- w^-^g^ TO fanngn- paupers 
.tKi=t bA&TTc^ - ^be J^^^- Scr, as niv cleric said to me 
v«$=:!r±iT. ^b=v if ii vc^^i cc ihor beasts, and they 
^':lZ ?.rr 3- "^^^fy frc iber kaoT they can be no 

rbf rtras* airli=is w^t was the ctnse which 
r<swu Ti^vc Krr^sjey's ponshioaers, and in what 
3«rss^ he hiiTx>" recede; h m?m barbarism," He 
*ii h^ w>rk Hfce 3 man. He was daity with his 

^ -iietr cver,^e*. a=J cade a point of talking to the 
^»w J^ >>'>"^ ■*" ^*^ f eld-work tiD he was person- 
i^ i^-tiTT**:* w^;h ^Te:r>' soaJ, from the women at 
iVtfrr w-iihr-x^s vo lh<^ babies in the cradle, for whom 
^ ^u>i A>»^>'^ a k>vi2g word and look. 

W>^wwr wv msy ibmk of his "socialism" or 
'^^Vt^^vniv'-v," theTv was at least no want of depth 
vf ssi^-vriiv iQ his ^-mpathy for the poor, and 
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therefore there is no false ring in his description 
of their condition. He writes with his hearts 
not to serve any poHtical purpose or to gain credit 
for a cheap display of charitable feeling. 

No books can show more forcibly the dark side 
of English society of the time. The aspect in 
which Kingsley views the evil is characteristic. 
The root of all that is good in man lies in the 
purity and vigour of the domestic affections. A 
condition of thin^ in which the stability and 
health of the family become impossible is one in 
which the very foundations of society are being 
sapped. Nobody could be more alive to the 
countless mischiefs implied in the statement that 
the poor man has nothing deserving the name of 
home. The verses given to Tregarva in Yeast 
sura up his diagnosis of the social disease with 
admirable vigour. Many scenes in that rather 
chaotic story are equally vivid in their presenta- 
tion of the facts. The description of the village 
feast is a bit of startlingly impressive realism. 
The poor sodden, hopeless, spiritless peasantry 
consoling themselves with strong drink and brutal 
songs, open to no impressions of beauty, with no 
sense of the romantic except in lawless passion, 
and too beaten down to have even a thought of 
rebellior except in the shape of agrarian outrage, 
are described with singular force* Poor Ctawy, 
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poacbcr, scair^ devatcd above the beasts, 
to the gaol and micbouse for his only 
90 degraded that pity is almost lost m 
m the s^nificant prodoct of the general 
decay. Ibe race is deterkiratbg. Tt has falloi 
ivst^f bdkrv the standard of the Last geDemtion. 
AQ the lads are " smaller, chimsier. lower-brained, 
■Dd weaker -javed than their elders." Such 
li^MT feeling as remains takes the form of the 
dog-like fidelity of Harry Verney, the gamekeeper, 
Kingslej' ne\er wrote a better scene than the 
destti of the old man from a wound received in a 
poaching afeay: when he suddenly springs up- 
right in bed, holds out "his withered paw with a 
kiod of wild majesty," and shouts *' There ain't 
such a head of hares on any manor in the country I 
And them 's the last words of Hany Vemey-" 
^ AUon Locke is a more ambitious and coherent 
effort; and the descriptions of the London popu- 
lation, and of the futile attempt at a rising in the 
country, are in the same vigorous vein. Perhaps 
a more remarkable success is the old Scotchman, 
Mackaye, who seems to be the best of Kingsley's 
cbaracteis^ He has some real humour, a quality 
in which Kingsley was for the most part curiously 
deficient: but one must expect that in this case 
he was drawing from an original. It is interesting 
to read Carlyle's criticism of this part of the book. 
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Saunders Mackaye [he says],' my invaluable coun- 
tryman in this book, is nearly perfect; indeed, I 
greatly wonder how you did contrive to manage him. 
His very dialect is as if a native had done it, and the 
whole existence of the rugged old hero is a wonder- 
fully splendid and coherent piece of Scotch bravura. ^ 

Perhaps an explanation of the wonder m^ht be 
suggested tu other people more easily than t^ 
tarlyle: but, at any rate, Mackaye is a very 
felicitous centre for the various groups who play 
their parts in the story: and not the less cfiicicnt 
as a chorus because he is chiefly critical and con- 
fines himself to shrewd demonstrations of the folly 
of everybody concerned. 

Carlyle gives as his final verdict that his im- 
pression is of *'a fervid creation still left half 
chaotic." In fact, with all the genuine force of 
Alton Locke — and no li\-ing novelist has excelled 
the vividness of certain passages— there is an un- 
satisfactory' side to the whole performance. It 
is marred by the feverishness which inspires most 
of his work. There is an attempt to crowd too 
much into the space, and the emphasis sometimes 
remains when the power is flagging. Greater re- 
serve of power and more attention to unity of 
eflect would have been required to make it ay^ 
really great book But the most unsatisfactory 

' Uje, vol. '}., p, 144 
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part is where the author forgets to be a novelist 
and becomes a preacher and a pamphleteer. The 
admirable heroine is forced to deHver what is to aU 
purposes a commonplace tract of two or three chap- 
ters at the end of the story, when her thoughts, 
to be effective, should really have been embedded 
in the stnjcture of the story. Anybody can 
preach a sermon when no contradiction is allowed ; 
but the novelist ought to show the thought trans- 
lated into action, and not given in a raw shape of 
downr^ht comment. As it is, Lady Ellerton is a 
mere lay-figure who can talk very edifying phrases, 
but is really tacked on to the outside of the narra- 
tive. The moral should have been evolved by 
the natural course of events ; for when it is pre- 
sented in this point-b]ank fashion we begin to 
cavil, and wish that the Chartist or Mackayc 
m^ht be allowed to show cause gainst the sen- 
tence pronounced. As they can't, we do it for 
ourselves. 

The historical novels which followed indicate 
a remartable change. When he published Two 
Years Ago, Kingsley had become reconciled to 
the world. There is an apparent and decidedly 
unpleasant inconsistency between the denouncer 
of social wrongs and the novelist who sings the 
praises of squires, patrons, and guardsmen, with 
a placid conviction that they sufficiently represent 
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his ideaL The explanation is partly that, as I 
have said, Kingsley never accepted the revolu- 
tionary remedy for the grievances which be de- 
scribed. He was quite consistent in rt^arding 
the old creed as expressing the true mode of cure. 
But one must still ask whether the facts had 
changed. Was the world regenerated bet^ween 
1848 and 1855? Were English labourers all prop- 
erly fed, housed, and taught? Had the sanctity 
of domestic life acquired a new charm in the in- 
terval, and was the old quarrel between rich and 
poor definitely settled or in the way to settlement? 
That appears to have been Kingsley's own view, 
if we may judge from the prefaces to later edi- 
tions of his book ; and the great agency to which 
he assigns the strange improvement was the out- 
break of the Crimean war. That crisis, it seems, 
had taught the higher classes a deeper sense of 
their resxx>nsibility, and roused us fnirn the dan- 
gerous slumber of peace and growing wealth. Mr. 
Herbert Spencer has lately expounded a very 
different theory as to the results of an increased 
intensity of the military spirit. Without discuss- 
ing so wide a question, it may, I fancy, be pretty 
safely assumed that the future historian will not 
take quite this view of recent affairs, and will at- 
tribute any impnivement that may have taken 
place to some deeper cause than that assigned. 
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When a whole social order is rotting, as the author 
of Yeast supposed ours to have been, it is not often 
cured by a little splutter of fighting ; nor does the 
belief in the efficacy of such a remedy seem to fit 
in very well with a spiritual Christianity. Per- 
haps we may further assume, therefore, that the 
change was rather in the spectator than in the 
spectacle- If so, Kingsley was not the first man 
to account for an alteration in his personal outlook 
by a movement of the rest of the universe. His 
parish had been got into better order; his com- 
bative instinct had grown weaker; and, like other 
men who grow in years and domestic comfort, be 
had become more content with thiiigs Jn general- 
Fathers of families are capable, we know, of every- 
thing, and, amongst other things, of softening the 
fervour of their early enthusiasms. There is no- 
thing at all strange in the process; but it must 
be taken to illustrate the fact that, if Kingsley's 
sympathies were keen, his intellectual insight was 
not very deep, A man who holds that a social 
disease is so easily suppressed, has not measured 
very accurately the constitutional disorder which 
it revealed. 

Two Years Ago, the book in which this conclu- 
sion is plainly announced, is in many respects a 
painful performance. Tt contains, indeed, some 
admirable descriptions of scenery; but the senti- 
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ment is poor and fretful- Tom Thumall, intended 
to be an embodiment of masculine vigour, lias 
no real stuff in him. He is a bragging, excit- 
able, and at bottom sentimental person. AH his 
sw^ger fails to convince us that he is a true man. 
Put beside a really simple and masculine nature 
Jike Dandie Dinmont, or even beside Kingaley's 
own Amyas l^gh, one sees his hollowness. The 
whole story leads up to a distribution of poetical 
justice in Kingsley's worst manner. He has a 
lamentable weakness for taking upon himseli the 
part of Providence, 

After all [he once wrote in Yeasi]. yoMf Rake's Pro- 
gress " and "' Atheist's Deathbed " do no more good 
than noble George Cniikshank's" Bottle" will, because 
every one knows that they are the exception and not 
the rule; that the atheist generally dies with a con- 
science as comfortably callous aa a rhinoceros-hide; 
and the rake, when age stops his power of sinning, 
becomes generally rather more respectable than his 
neighbours- 



It is a pity that Kingsley could not remember this 
true saying in later years. He seems to have 
grow^Ti too impatient to leave room for the natural 
evolution of events^ He gives the machinety a 
jerk, and is fidgety because the wheels grind so 
slowly, though they "grind exceeding small," 
Between Alton Locke and Two Years Ago there 
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luckily intervened Hypaiia and Westward Ho! 
They are brilliant and almost solitary exceptions 
to the general dreariness of the historical novel- 
To criticise them either from the historical or the 
artistic point of view would indeed be easy enough ; 
but they have a vivacity which defies criticism. 
I have no doubt that Hypatia is fundamentally 
and hopelessly inaccurate, and that a sound his- 
torian would shudder at innumerable anachmn- 
isms and pick holes in every paragraph, I don't 
believe that men like the Goths ever existed in 
this worid, and am prepared to give up the whole 
tribe of monks, pagans. Jews, and Fathers of the 
Church, If Westward Ho! is (as I presume) less 
inaccurate because dealing with less distant ages, 
it is still too much of a party pamphlet to be taken 
for history. The Jesuits are probably carica- 
tures, and Miss Ayacanora is a bit of rather silly 
melodrama. But it is difficult to say too much in 
favour of the singular animation and movement 
of both books. There is a want of repose, if you 
insist upon applying the highest canons of art: 
but the brilliance of description, the energy and 
rapidity of the action, simply disarm the reader. 
I rejoice in the Amal and Wulf and Raphael Aben 
Ezra, as I love Ivanhoc, and Front dc Boeuf, and 
Wamba the Witless. The fight between " Er^lish 
mastiffs and Spanish bloodhounds" is as stirring 
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as the skijTnish of Drumclog in Old Mortality. 
Hypatia, accon^ing to Kingsley himself, was writ- 
ten with his heart's blood. Like other phrases of 
his, that requires a httle dilution. But, at any 
rate, both books stand out for vividness, for a 
liappyaudacityand quickness of perception, above 
all modem attempts in the same direction. 

The problems discussed in these historical novels 
and the solutions suggested are of course sub- 
stantially the same as in his earlier books. The 
period of Hypatia bears a striking anait^y to the 
present. In the heroes described in Westward 
Ho! he supposed himself to recognise the fullest 
realisation of the fundamental doctrines of his 
own creed. Much might be said, were it worth 
saying, as to the accuracy of these assiunpiions. 
Kingsley's method is in any case too much tainted 
by the obvious tendency to see facts by the light 
of preconceived theories. In the earlier writings 
he may be one - sided and eiaggemted ; but his 
imagination is at least guided by reference to 
actual observation. It seems as if in this later 
period he had instinctively turned away to dis- 
tant periods where men and events might be more 
easily moulded into conformity with his preju- 
dices. However skilful a man may be in accom- 
modating fact to fancy, he is apt to find difficulties 
when he paints fn>m the life around him. But 



34« 



Hours in a Library 



when nobody can contradict you except a few 
prosaic antiquaries, the outside world becomes 
d^tghtfully malleable. You do not find any frag- 
ments of rigid material in the clay which shapes 
itself so easily in your fmgere. Kingsley has 
faith enough in his teaching to give a genuine glow 
to these hybrid beings begotten half of fancy, half 
of the external world- But we feel too plainly 
that the work will not stand the test of close ex- 
amination, either by the historian or the literary 
critic. Such a nemesis naturally overtakes men 
who admit too easily an appeal fmm fact to senti- 
ment. They begin to lose the sense of reality, and 
their artistic work shows signs of flimsiness as 
their theories of arbitrary assumption. The great 
writer pierces to the true life of a period because 
he recognises the necessity of conforming his be- 
liefs to realities. The inferior writer uses his 
knowledge only to give colouring to his dreams. 
and his wort tries to represent what he would like 
to be the truth instead of showing geniuue insight 
into what is actually true. 

Whatever else in Kingsley may have been af- 
fected or half-hearted, his appreciation of nature 
remained true and healthy to the end. If any- 
thing it became more intense as he seemed to grow 
weary of abstract discussions, and turned for 
relief to natural scenes. Nobody has ever shown 
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a greater power o£ investing with a romantic 
charm the descriptions oJ bird, beast, and insect. 
There are no more delightful books than those 
which express the nattiralist's delight in country 
sights, from the days of Izaak Walton to White 
of Selbome, or Waterton^ or our most recent dis- 
covery, the Scotch naturalist Edward. Amongst 
such writers. Kingsley is in the front rank; and 
his taste is combined with a power of catching 
wider aspects of scenery, such as few of our pro- 
fessional dcscribers can rivaL It would be inter- 
esting to lay bare the secret of his power. He has 
done for Devon and Cornwall, for the heaths and 
chalk-streams of the southern counties, and even 
for the much-depreciated fens, what Scott did for 
the Highlands, One secret is of course the terse- 
ness and directness of his descriptions. He never 
lays himself out for a bit of deliberate bombast, 
and deals always with first-hand impressions. 
The writing is all aUve. There is no dead matter 
of conventional phrases and imitative ecstasies. 
And again, his descriptions are always dramatic. 
There is a human being in the foreground with 
whom we sympathise. We do not lose ourselves 
in mystic meditations, or surrender ourselves to 
mere sensuous dreaming. We are in active, 
strenuous enjoyment; beguiling the trout of his 
favourite chalk-streams, sailing under the storm- 
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beaten cliffs of Lundy, and drinking in the ricli 
3^^_-breeze that sweeps over Dartmoor, or gallop- 
jug -with clenched teeth through tlie fir-woods 
of Eversley. One characteristic picture^to take 
QQe at random from a hundred — is the evening 
ride of Zeal-for-Tnith Thoresby of Thoresby Rise 
in Deeping Fen as he rides slowly homeward after 
the Naseby fight along one of the fen-droves. One 
could Bwear that one had been with him, as Kings- 
ley no doubt was merely embodying the vivid re- 
coUection of some old Cambridge expedition into 
tlie Bedford Level, a scenery which has a singular 
afid mysterious charm, though few besides Kings- 
ley have succeeded in putting it on paper. 

Some wonder has been wasted on Klngsley*s 
descriptions of the tropical scenery which he had 
never seen. Even men of genius do not work 
miracles; and so far as I know they always blun- 
der in such attempts. Johnson showed his usual 
flcusc in o^ard to a similar criticism upon the 
blind poet, Blacklock. If. he said, you found 
tiutt ft paralytic man had left his room, you would 
axplftin the wonder by supposing that he had been 
currietl, SimDariy. the explanation of Kingsley 
and of Blacklock is that they described not what 
they had seen, but what they had read. The de- 
wription in Westward Hoi may easily be traced 
\p> Humboldt and other sources where they arc 
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not explicable by a visit to Kevr Gardens, A 
minute criticism would show that they are little 
more than catalogues of gorgeous plants and 
strange beasts; and show none of those vivid 
touches, so striking fram their fidelity, which give 
animation to his descriptions of English scenery. 
In his pictures of Devonshire we can tell the time 
of the day and night and the state of the weather 
as clearly as if he were a meteorologist. In South 
America he leaves us to generalities. The true 
secret of his success is different. He describes 
vividly not the outward fact, but the inward en- 
joyment. One need not go to the tropics to im- 
agine the charm of luxurious indolence. Perhaps 
we enjoy it the more because we have not really 
been exposed to its inconveniences. The dazzling 
of the eye by blazing sunlight and brilliant colours, 
the relief given by the cool deep streams under 
luxuriant foliage, the vague consciousness of won- 
drous forms of life lurking in the forest depths, 
can be realisetl without any special accuracy of 
portraiture. The contagion to which we are 
really exposed is that of the enthusiasm with 
which Kinglsey had read his favourite books of 
travel. But of downright description there is 
little, and that little not very remarkable. If 
anybody doubts it, he may read the passage of 
river scenery which concludes with a quotation 
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from Humboldt, and observe how vividly the 
fragment of actuaJ observation stands out from 
the mere catalogue of curiosities; or, again, with 
any of Kingsley's own Devonshire scenes, where 
every touch shows loving familiarity with details 
and a consequent power of selecting just the most 
speakii:^ incidents. 

We may put two passages beside each other 
which will illustrate the difference. Describing, 
after Humboldt, the mid-day calm of the forest, 
be says: 

The birds' notes died out one by one; the ver%' 
butterflies ceased their flilliug over the tree-tops, and 
slept with outspread wings upon the glossy leaves, 
undistingtiishable from the flowers around thenip 
Now and then a colibn whirred downwards towards 
the water, hummed for a moment round some pen- 
dent flower, and then the living gem was lost in the 
deep darkness of the inner wood, among tree trunks 
as huge and dark as the pillars of some Hindoo shrine; 
or a parrot swung and screamed at them from an 
overhanging bough; or a thirsty monkey slid lazily 
down a liana to the surface of the stream, dipped up 
the w^ter in his tiny hand* and started chattering 
back, as bis eyes met those of some foul alligator 
peering upward through the clear depths below. 

This and more is good enough, but there is nothing 
which would not suggest itself to a visitor to the 
British Museum or the Zoological Gardens. It is 
a catalogue, and rather too full a catalogue of 
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curiosities^ without one of those vivid touches 
which reveal actual observation. At the end of 
the same volume we have a real sketch from na- 
ture. Amyas and his friends walk to the cliffs of 
Lundy: 

As they approached, a raven, who sat upon the 
topmost stone, black against the bright blue sky, 
flapped lazily away, and sank down the abysses of the 
cliff, as if he had scented the corpses beneath the 
surge. Below them, from the gull-rock rose a thou- 
sand birds, and filled the air with sound, the choughs 
cackled, the hackleta wailed^ the great black-backs 
laughed querulous defiance at the intruders, and a 
single falcon, with an angry bark, darted out from 
beneath their feet, and hung poised high aloft watch- 
ing the sea-fowl which swung slowly round and round 
below. 

That gives the atmospheric effect, and what we 
may call the dramatic character. Every phrase 
suggests a picture, and the whole description, of 
which I have quoted a bit, has real unity of effect, 
instead of being a simple enumeration of details. 
When one reads some passages inspired by this 
hearty and simple-minded love of nature, one is 
sometimes half tempted to wish that Kingsley 
could have put aside his preachings, social, theo- 
logical, and philosophical, and have been content 
with a function for which he was so admirably 
adapted, Tlie men who can feel and make others 
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feel the charms of beautiful scenery and stimulate 
the love for natural history do us a service which, 
if not the highest, is perhaps the most unalloyed 
by any mixture of evil. Kingsley would have 
avoided many errors and the utterance of much 
unsatisfactory dogmatism if he could have limited 
himseK to such a duty. But to do so he must have 
been a man of narrower sympathies, less generous 
temper, and less hearty hatred of all evil influ- 
ences. We could hardly wish him to have been 
other than he was. tliough we nmy wish that he 
had developed under more favoiu^ble circum- 
stances. The weaknesses which marred his work 
and led to the exhaustion of his faculties were to 
be regretted, but were not such as to diminish the 
affection deserved by so cordial a nature. He is 
more or less responsible for those offensive per- 
sons, the Viking and the muscular Christian. The 
VikiJig, I suppose, must have been partly a hum- 
bug hke other products of ^aphic history, and 
too much has been made of his supposed share in 
our ancestry, Kingsley had a feminine tender- 
ness and an impatient excitability indicative of a 
different ancestry. He admires the huge, full- 
blooded barbarians, but only belongs to them on 
one side. He is as near to his delicate as to his 
muscular heroes, to Francis as to Amyas Leigh, 
and to the morbid poet, Vavasour, as to the more 
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vigorous Tom Thumall In these days, when the 
Viking or Berserker element seems to be dying out 
of our literature, even this qualified and external 
worship of masculine vigour is valuable. There 
is something hectic and spasmodic about it, though 
it implies a homage to more healthy ideals. 
Kingsley, at any rate, hated the namby-pamby, 
and he triedi with too obvious an effort, to be 
simple and unalTected. His aims were thoroughly 
noble, though marred by his want of reserve and 
of intellectual stamina. He was too timid or too 
impatient to work out consistent theories or ac- 
quire much depth of conviction. But with all his 
shortcomings he succeeded in giving forcible utter- 
ance to truths of vital importance, and brought 
vividly before our minds problems which most 
urgently press for a solution more satisfactory 
than he was able to reach. 
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Thb poetic and the metaphysical tempera- 
ments are generally heid to be in some sense in- 
compatible. Poets, indeed, have often shown 
the highest speculative acutenesSt and philosophy 
often implies a really poetical imagination. But 
the necessary conditions of successful achieve- 
ment in the two cases are so diHerent that the 
combination of the two kinds of excellence in one 
man must be of excessive rarity. No raan can 
bo great as a philosopher who is incapable of 
brooding intensely and perseveiingly over an 
abstract problem, absolutely unmoved by the 
emotion which is always seeking to bias his judg- 
ment; whilst a poet is great in virtue of the keen- 
ness of his sensibility to the emotional aspect of 
every decision of the iotellect. For the one pur- 
pose it is essential to keep the passions apart from 
the intellect: for the other, to transfuse intellect 
with passion. A few of our metaphysicians have 
ventured into poetical utterance. Berkeley wrote 

3S6 
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a really fine copy of verses, and Hobbes struck 
out one famous couplet — 

And like a star upon her bosom lay 
His b&autiful and shining golden head — 

in a translation of Homer, otherwise not easily 
readable, Scott proposed to publish the whole 
poetical works of David Hume, consisting of a 
remarkable quatrain composed in an inn at 
Carlisle.* 

Here chicks in eggs for breakfast sprawl, 
Here godless boys God's glories squall. 
Here Scotchmca's heads do guard the wall. 
But Corby's walks atcne for all. 

The only exception to this rule in our literature 
seems to be Coleridge. Coleridge undoubtedly ^ 
exercised a vast influence upon the speculation of 
his countrymen, whilst his poems possess merits 
of the rarest order. It is more worthy of remark 
that his poetry is most successful where it is most 
independent of his philosophy. 1 In Christahel, The 
Ancient Marin&r, or Kubla Khan, we can only 
discover the philosopher by the e\"idence of a mind 
richly stored with associations, and by the tend- 
ency to discover a mystical significance in nat- 
ural objects. Some people would urge that his 

' Hume's bioerapher, Mr. Hill Burton, givHS some other 
vers« allnbuted to Hume; but the impartia] critic muBt 
admil that they arc of inferior merit. 
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philosophy would have been improved if it had 
been equally free fn^m poetical elements. In any 
case, Coleridge is an example of a combination of 
diverse excellence not easily to be paralleled. 
Another poet was supposed by some of his ad- 
mirers to have similar claims upon our respect. 
Shelley seems to have thought himself as well 
fitted for abstract speculation as for poetry; and 
his widow declared that, had he Hved longer, he 
might have '* presented to the world a complete 
theory of mind; a theory to which Berkeley'. 
Coleridge, and Kant would have contributed^ 
but more simple, unimpugnable, and entire than 
the systems of those writers.*' The phrase is by 
itself enough to prove Mrs. ShcHcy's incom- 
petence to form any opinion as to her husband's 
qualifications for this stupendous task. It is not 
by forming a patchwork of Berkeley, Kant, and 
Coleridge that a "complete theory of mind" is 
likely to be evolved; nor does it appear that 
Shelley really knew much about either of the 
latter writers; certainly, he has not given the 
smallest proof of a power of original speculation 
in such matters. And yet, though it would be 
absurd to treat Shelley seriously as an originator 
of philosophic thought or even as a moderately 
profound student of philosophy, there is no doubt 
that his poetry contains a philosophical element 
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which deserves consideration, ii only to tacilitate 
the comprehension of his poetry. 

Enough has been written by the competent and 
the Incompetent, the prosaic and the poetical, the 
hyperboHcal panegyrists and the calm analytical 
critics, of Shelley considered primarily as a poet. 
Nobody, as it seems to me, is entitled to add any- 
thing who has not himself a very unusual share, 
if not of Shelley's own peculiar genius, at least of 
receptivity for its products ; and after all that has 
been written by the ablest writers, one can learn 
m ore of Shelley by getting^ say. t. J jg Adn a*]^ pr th^ 
Ode to the Skylark by heart than by studyi ng 
v olumes of talk about his w orks. At any rate, I 
feel no vocation to add to the mass of imperfectly 
appreciative disquisition. Recent discussions, 
however, seem to show both that some interest is 
still taken in the other aspect of Shelley's writings, 
and that an obvious remark or two still remains 
to be made. People are in doubt whether to 
classify Shelley as atheist, pantheist, or thcist; 
they dispute as to whether his writings represeit 
the destructive spirit which undermines all that 
is good amongst men, or, on the contrary, are the 
fullest expression yet reached by any human 
being of the divinest element of religion. Were 
it not that some parallel phenomena might be 
very easily su^ested, it would be surprising that 
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the meaning of a writer, who had extiaofdiiiJBy 
powers of eicpresang himself clearfy and an 
almost morbid hatred of anything like reticence, 
should be sericnisly doubtful. The explaiiatioo at 
the wonder is not, I think, very far to s«ek. For 
one thing, people have not yet made up thor 
minds as to the true bearing of some opinjons 
which Shelley undoubtedly held. The question 
whether they were of good or e\Tl import is mixed 
up with the question as to whether they were tnie 
or false. Upon that problem I shall not touch: 
but a few pages may be occupied by an attempt to 
indicate what, as a matter of fact, Shelley actually 
held, or rather what was his general attitude as 
to certain important questions. One result will 
probably be that it matters very little what he 
held as far as his inBuencc upon our own conclu- 
sions is concerned. For, to say nothing of Shel- 
ley's incapacity to deal satisfactorily with the 
great controversies of his own time, our point of 
view has so much shifted that we can consider his 
opinions almost as calmly as those of the Eleatics 
or the Pythagoreans. They are matters of his- 
tory which need affect nobody at the present day. 
The volume of essays by the late Mr. Bagehot, 
recently published, contains one upon Shelley, 
which deals very clearly and satisfactorily, as far 
as it goes» with this part of Shelley's work. Mr, 
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Bagehot showed with his usual acuteness how 
Shelley's philosophy reflected the abnormal pecu- 
liarities of his character. He speaks less, how- 
ever, of certain extraneous influences which must 
have materially affected Shelley's intellectual de- 
velopments, and, indeed, seems to have partly 
overlooked them. He tells us, for example, that 
Shelley's poems show an "extreme suspicion of 
aged persons," Undoubtedly a youthful enthu- 
siast is apt to be shocked by the dc^ged con- 
servatism of older men who have been hammered 
into a more accurate measure oi the immovable 
weight of superincumbent prejudice in the human 
mind, Shelley could not revt^lt against things in 
general without contracting some dislike to the 
forces against which he inevitably ran his head 
at starting. Even here, indeed, the charm of 
Shelley's unworldly simplicity for men of an 
opposite type* for cynics like Hogg, and Peacock, 
and Byron, is one of the pleasantest indications 
of his character. He attracted, and doubtless 
because he was attracted by. many who had 
nothing but contempt for his favourite cnthusi- 
asmSj and it is still more evident that, however 
waj^ard was his career in some relations of life, 
he had a full measure of the young man's capacity 
for reverence. Dr, Lind seems to have been his 
earliest idol ; but a far more important connection 
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was that with Godwin. Godwin was in his fifQr- 
sixth, and Shelley in his twentieth year, when 
their correspondence began, and Godwin's most 
remarkable book was published when Shelley was 
in the cradle. Young gLTitlcmen of nineteen, 
even though they belong to the immortals, con* 
sider a man of 5fty-six to be tottering upon the 
verge of the grave- Books published before we 
could spell appear to have been composed before 
the invention of letters. To Shelley, in short, 
Godwin was to all Intents and purposes a vener- 
able sage, and a fitting embodiment of hoary 
wisdom. A guide, philosopher, and friend — flji 
oracle who can sanction his aspirations and direct 
him to the most promising paths-— is almost a 
necessity to every youthful enthusiast; the more 
necessary in proportion as he has more em- 
phatically broken with the established order. 
What J. S, Mill was to men who were in thdr early 
youth some twenty or thirty years ^o, or New- 
man to young men of different views at a slightly 
earlier period, that Godwin was to Shelley in the 
years of his most impetuous speculation. A lad 
of genius reads old books with eager appetite and 
learns something from them; but to get the full 
influence of ideas he must feel that they come 
from a living mouth, clothed in modem dialect, 
and applied to the exciting topics of the day- 
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Perhaps neither Mill nor Newman said anything 
which might not be found itnpiicitly contained in 
the writings of their spiritual ancestors. Much of 
Mill is already to be found in Locke, and Newman 
is at times the interpreter of Butler. But then 
Butler and Locke have been dead for a long time; 
and what the impatient youth requires is the direct 
evidence that the ancient principles are still alive 
and efficient. The old key has probably become 
rusty, and is more or less obsolete in form. The 
youth cannot wait to oil and repair it for himself* 
He wants the last new invention spick and span, 
and ready to be applied at once to open the 
obstinate lock. Shelley read ITelvelius and Hol- 
bach, and Berkeley and Hume; but, though they 
supplied him with a tolerably modem version of 
some ancient theories, they could not tell him by 
anticipation what precise form of argument would 
best crush Palcy, or what specific policy would 
regenerate Ireland out of hand. For such pur- 
poses a young man wants the very last new 
teacher, and the chances are that he will read even 
the older philosophers through the spectacles 
which such a t*!acher is kind enough to provide. 

Thus, when looking about in this dark world, 
given over, as he thought, to antiquated prejudice 
embodied in cruel injustice, Shelley greeted the 
writings of Godwin as the lost traveller greets a 
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lnKaa-&iv on a sbontrr night. They seecned to 
coDtaia a. nev gospeL When he discovered the 
aotfaar to be a real human being, not ooe of the 
fiiad stars, that haxe been already guidii^ us 
fnBtte upper finnament, he threw himself at the 
pfaAaofitaB's feet with the rapt ferv^our of a re- 
^-lons ueapbytc^ In his first letters to Godwin 
ht poors o«it his heart: 

Cbradcraif these feelings [the feelings, oaanel^p of 
levcfcnoe sad admiraticn which he has entertained 
§gg tte naxne of Godwin], you will not be surprised at 
ft» i n coMu rivable emotions with which I leamt your 
existence and your dwelling. I had enrolled your 
w»Twg in the lists of the honourable dead. I had felt 
i^iet that the glory of your being had passed from 
tte earth of otirs, tt is not so; you stiJI live and, I 
fifmly bcfievc, are stiU planning the welfare of buroaD 

A letter written soon afterwEirds from Dublin is 
stall more sigtiificaiit. It begins with a kind of 
invticatkm. as to a saint. 

Guide thou and direct me [exclaims the young 
gentiecian] in all the weakness of my ineonfiistencies 
baRf with me; - - ^ when you reprove me, reason 
spea^: I acquiesce in her decisions. 

He pitscntly dreads the impatience which God- 
flp-in has blamed by an ar^gument which evidently 
«truck even Godwin as having an absurd side. 
The PiiitioJ Justice, he says, was first published 
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nearly twenty years before (or almost at the dawn 
of history!), but yet what has resulted from the 
general diffusion of its doctrines? *'Have men 
ceased to fight? Have woe and misery vanished 
from the earth?" Far from it! Obviously some- 
thing must be done, and that at once. "Do I 
not well to be impatient," he says, "when such 
reasonable expectations have been so cruelly dis- 
appointed? " 

It must be a most delightful sensation to have 
so ardent a disciple ; tnit it must also be a trifle 
provoking when the ardour is of a kind to justify 
some misgiving as to the sanity of the proselyte. 
Even the vanity of a philosopher could hardly 
blind him to the fact that such extravagance 
tended to throw ridicule upon its object. God- 
win, however, kept his countenance — a httle too 
easily perhaps— and gave very sensible advice to 
his proseltye. He pointed out in substance that 
it was not altogether amazing that vice and 
misery had survived the publication of his won- 
derful book, and still recommended patience and 
acceptance of the strange stupidity o£ mankind. 
We are aware that in later years Shelley*s rever- 
ence lost a little of its warmth: he came to know 
Godwin personally, Moreover, among his other 
tenets, the calm philosopher held the comfortable 
doctrine that philosophers might and ought to 



M 



366 Hours in a Lib 



receive pecuniary assistance from the rij^ 
any loss of dignity. His practical app^ 
this theory is described by Professor Doir 
no doubt soon convinced Shelley that 
was not altogether free from earthly stt 
in fact not so indifferent as he ought to h 
to the possible advantages of a connect 
the heir to a baronetcy and a good estat 
For the present, however, Shelley sat hi 
Godwin's feet. He declared that from 
litical Justice he had leamt " all that was 
in knowledge and virtue." He mixed ' 
queer little clique of v^etarians and 1 
mongers who shared his reverence for Go< 
excited the bitter contempt of Hogg 
therefore, not surprising that we find 
doctrines to present a cimously close coi 
with Godwin's. Partly, no doubt, it wa 
a coincidence. Shelley's temperament pre 
him to accept conclusions which were in t 
the time, and which were to be found mo 
represented in many of his other authority 
at any rate, we may fairly assume not o 
he, as he was eager to proclaim, learnt rai 
Godwin, but also that his whole course of 
was guided to a great degree by this livii 
sentative of his favourite theories. He 
the Political Justice, pondered its words of 
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and examined its minutest details. One trifling 
indication may be mentioned. Amongst Shelley's 
fragmentary essays is one upon A System of Gov- 
erntneni by Juries — a "singular speculation," as 
Mr. Rossetti naturally remarks. But the ex- 
planation is simply that Godwin's theory, worked 
out in the PoliHcai Justice^ sets forth govemment 
by these so-called juries as the ultimate or penul- 
timate stage of human society. Shelley, like a 
faithful disciple, was writing an incipient com- 
mentary upon one of his teacher's texts. The 
fragmentary Essay ok Christianity, of about the 
same date (1815), is virtually an attempt to show 
that the valuable part of the Christian religion is 
its supposed anticipation of Godwin's characteristic 
tenets. But the coincidence does not consist in 
any minute points of external resemblance, God- 
win's poetical writings seem to have been pretty 
well forgotten, though some interest in him is 
maintained by CaUb Williams and by his relation- 
ship to Shelley. Hogg is evidently anxious to 
sink as mueh as possible the intellectual obliga- 
tions of the disciple to so second-rate a teacher; 
and later writers upon Shelley are content to speak 
vaguely of Godwin as a man who had some phi- 
losophic reputation in his day, and some influence 
upon the prjet. A full t^position of Godwin's 
theories would display the closeness of the mental 
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affinity. That may be found elsewhere; but a 
brief indication of his main tendencies will be 
sufficient for the present purpose, 

Godwin appeared to many youthful contem- 
poraries — as may be seen from the brilliant sketch 
in Hazlitt's Spirit of tiie Age — as a very incarna- 
tion of philosophy. 

No -work in our time [says Hozlitt] gave such a blow 
to the philosophical mind of the country as the cele- 
brated Enqmry coTKffming Political Justice. Tom 
Paine was tonsidered for the time a Tom foo! to him, 
Paley an old woman, Edmund Burke a flashy sophist. 
Truth, moral truth, it was supposed, had here taken 
up its abode, and these were the oracles of thought. 

HazUtt is not given to measuring his words, and 
he was probably wishing to please the decaying 
old gentleman- But doubtless there is some truth 
in the statement, Godwin was admirably fitted 
to be an apostle of reason, so far as a man can be 
fitted for that high post, by the negative qualifica- 
tions of a placid temper and singular frigidity of 
clisf)osition. He works out the most startling and 
subversive conclusions with all the calmness of a 
mathematician manipulating a set of algebraical 
symbols, He lays down doctrines which shock 
not only the religious reverence, but the ordinary 
conscience of mankind^ as quietly as if he were 
stating a proposition of Euclid. An entire ab- 
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sence of even a rudimentary sense of humour is 
of course implied in this placid enunciation ot 
paradoxes without the slightest perception of their 
apparent enormity. But then a sense of humour 
is just the quality which we do not desiderate in 
a revered philosopher. 

It admits of more doubt whether Godwin pos- 
sessed in any marked degree the positive qualifica- 
tion of high reasoning pt^wer. What is called 
"remorseless logic" — the ruthless sweeping aside 
of every consideration that conflicts with our 
deductions from certain assumptions— is as often 
apn>nf of weakness as of strength. Nothing is so 
easy as to be perfectly symmetrical and condstent, 
if you will calmly accept every paradox that flows 
from your principles and call it a plain conclusion 
instead of a reducUo ad absurdum. A man who is 
quite ready to say that block is white whenever 
the whiteness of black is convenient for his argu- 
ment, may easily pass with some people for a 
great reasoner. Godwin, however, was beyond 
question a man of considerable power, though 
neither vigorous enough nor sufficiently familiar 
with the wider philosophical conceptions to pro- 
duce results of much permanent value. Crude 
thinkers habitually mistake the blunders into 
which they, like their fathers before them, have 
fallen for genuine discoveries. They have once 
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more made the old mistakes, and do not know 
that the mistakes have been exposed. 

Godwin was familiar with the recent school of 
French materialists, and with the writings of 
Locke, Berkeley, and Hume. He worked out by 
their help a system which curiously combines oppo- 
^te modes of thought. He was, in one sense, a 
thoroughgoing sceptic. Nobody could set aside 
more completeJy the whole body of theological 
speculation. He assumes that all the old religions 
are exploded superstitions. He did not argue 
gainst Theism, like Shelley; and, indeed, argu- 
ments that might lead him into personal difficulty 
were not much to his taste. But he virtually 
ignores all such doctrine as undeniably effete. So 
far he, of course, sympathises with the French 
materiahsts, and with them he abolishes at one 
blow all the traditional and prescriptive beliefs of 
mankind. The fact that a doctrine has been gen- 
erally accepted is a presumption rather against 
it than in its favour. He will believe nothing, nor 
even temporarily accept any practical precept 
which IS not capable of direct scientific proof. 
But, in the nest place, Godwin did not in any 
sense accept the materialism of the French 
writers, He» like other English thinkers, had 
been profoundly impressed by the idealism of 
Berkeley. But then he extends Berkeley by the 
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aid of Hume. He abolishes not only matter but 
mind. It may be still convenient to use the word 
mind, but in fact there Is nothing, so far as we 
know, but a chain of " ideas" which somehow link 
themselves together so as to produce the complex 
idea we generally know by that name. 0£ any 
substratum, any internal power which causes the 
coherence of these ideas or of the universe in gen- 
eral, we know and can know absolutely nothing. 
When a man has got so far, he not unfrequently 
begins to feel himself a little bewildered. Nothing 
is left— to quote from a philosopher of whom 
neither Godwin nor Shelley apparently ever heard 
— but ** ceaseless charge/* 

1 know of no being, not even of my own. Pictures 
are — they are the only things which exist, and they 
Tcnow of themselves after the fashion of pictures ; pic- 
tures which float past without there being anything 
past which they float, which by means of like pictures 
are connected with each other; pictures without any- 
thing which is pictured in them, without eiguificaace 
and without aim. I myself am one of these pictures 
— 'Uay, I am not even this, but merely a confused 
picture of the pictures. All reality is transformed 
into a strange dream, without a U£e which is dreamed 
of, and without a mind which dreams it; with a 
dream which is woven together in a dream of itself. 
Perception is the dream; thought is the dream of 
that dream. 

This description of the thoroughgoing sceptical 
position m^ht pass (to anticipate for a moment) 
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for a description of the state of mind produced by 
some of Shelley's poetry. It is, at any rate, a 
state of mind from which a reasoner is generally 
anxious to provide some escape, lest all ground 
for reasoning should be cut away. How can 
knowledge be possible if the mind is merely a 
stream of baseless impressions, cohering or sepa- 
rating according to radically unknowable laws? 
Godwin, however, goes on calmly, without any 
attempt to solve our diScultics, and proceeds to 
build up his scheme of perfectibility. Upon this 
shifting quicksand of utter scepticism he lays the 
foundations of Hs ideal temple of reason. For, 
as he argues, since a man is nothing but an ^^je- 
gate of "ideas" he is capable of indefinite modi* 
Bcation. Education or the influences of climate 
or race can have no ineradicable power upon this 
radically arbitrary combination of flitting phan- 
tasms. Anything may be the cause of anything ; 
for cause means nothing but the temporary coher- 
Kice of tft'o sets of unsubstantial images. And 
hence, we may easily abolish all the traditional 
ties by which people have hitherto been bound 
together, and rearrange the whole structure of 
human society on principles of mathematical and 
infallible perfection. The force which is to weave 
ropes of sandt or rather to arrange the separate 
independent unsubstantial atoms in a perfect^ 
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mathematical sphere, rounded, complete and 
eternal, is the force of reason, 

Godwin is troubled by no misgiving as to the 
power of reason when all reality seems to have 
been abolished. He quietly takes for granted that 
reason is the sole and sufficient force by which 
men are or may be guided, and that it is adequate 
for any conceivable task. Not only can it trans- 
form society at large, but it is potentially capable 
of regenerating any given individual. The worst 
scoundrel could be made into a saint if only you 
could expose him to a continuous discharge of 
satisfactory syllogisms. Reason, as he calmly 
observes, is "omnipotent/* Therefore, he infers, 
when a man's conduct is wrong, a very simple 
statement will not only show it to be wrong — 
just as it is easy to show that two sides of a tri- 
angle are greater than the third-^but make him 
good. No perv^erseness, he thinks, would resist 
a suflicientJy intelligible statement of the advan- 
t^es of virtue. PVom this agreeable postulate, 
which he regards as pretty nearly self-evident, 
Godwin draws conclusions from some of which, 
great as was his courage in accepting absurdi- 
ties, he afterwards found it 'expedient to with- 
draw. Thus, for example, morality, according to 
him, means simply the right calculation of conse- 
quences — I must always act so as to produce the 
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greatest sum of happiness. The accidental ties, 
the associations formed by contingent circum- 
stances, are no more to override this principle 
than a proposition of Euclid is to vary- when ap- 
plied to different parts of space. Three angles of 
a triangle are as much equal to two right angles 
in England as in France, Similarly the happiness 
of an Englishnmn is just as valuable as the happi- 
ness of a Frenchman, and the happiness of a 
stranger as the happiness of my relations. Hence 
— so runs his logic — friendship, gratitude, and 
conjugal fidelity are simply mistakes. If my 
father is a worse man than a stranger, I should 
rather save the stranger's life than my father's, 
for I shall be contributing more to human happi- 
ness. If my wife and I are tirefl of each other, 
we had better form new connections, for it is un- 
reasonable to sacrifice happiness to any accidental 
ties. Any particular rule, indeed, is so far a mis- 
take; for to act upon such a rule is to disregard 
the general principles of reason. In every action 
and in every relation of life, I should hold myself 
absolutely free to act simply and solely with 
reference to the greatest happiness. Habits are 
bad, for habits imply disregard of reason, and all 
pnjmises are immoral, for to keep a promise is to 
pay a blind obedience to the past. To punish is 
unreasonable- for, in pure reason, we have no 
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more r^ht to hate a villain than a viper or a cup 
of poison. The only legitimate end of punish- 
rneiit is reform, and reform should be produced by 
argument instead of imprisonment. All coercion 
is clearly bad, for coennon is not argument ; and, 
since all government implies coercion^ aO govern- 
ment is immoral. Society, in short, must be re- 
duced to an aggr^atc of independent atoms, free 
from all conventions, from all prescriptive rights 
and privileges, without the sl%htest respect for 
any traditional institutions, and acting at every 
moment in obedience to the pure dictates of 
reason. 

When these principles have forced their way, 
and the omnipotence of reason shows their tri- 
umph to be only a question of time, we shall reach 
the millennium. Mind will then be omnipotent 
over matter (though it is rather hard to say what 
either of those two entities may be) ; kings, 
priests, laws, and family associations will dis- 
appear; and every man will live in perfect peace 
and happiness in the light of reason. One diffi- 
culty, indeed, su^ests itself. Why. if reason be 
thus omnipotent, has it done so little in the past? 
Whence this persistence of inequality and injus- 
tice, this enormous power of sheer obstinate, un- 
reasoning prejudice in a set of beings who are to 
be so completely regenerated by the power of pure 
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reason? Monarchy, he declares summarily, is 
founded on imposture. How, if reason be the 
one force, has imposture been so successful, and, 
if successful for so long, why should it not be 
successful hereafter? 

To this Godwin has no very intelligible answer, 
or perhaps he hardly sees that an answer is de- 
sirable. But, in truth, his whole system appears 
to be so grotesque when brought to one focus and 
distinctly stated, that we must in fairness recall 
two things: first, that most philosophical systems 
appear absurd when summarised after their ex- 
tinction; and, secondly, that in bringing out in a 
very brief space the most salient features of such 
a doctrine, it is quite impossible to avoid cari- 
cature. There is enough not only of apparent 
philosophy in it, but of really intelligent — ^though 
strangely one-sided — reflection to enable us to 
understand how this deification of reason, falling 
in with the most advanced movements of the 
time, should affect Shelley's simple, impulsive, 
and marvellously imaginative nature. Men of 
much stricter logical training considered Godwin 
to be a great, if paradoxical, thinker, and Shelley, 
who liad rather an affinity for abstract metaphy- 
sical ideas than a capacity for constructing them 
into logical wholes, was for a time entirely carried 
away. When after reading Godwin's quiet pro- 
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saic etiiiticiation of the most startling paradoxes 
in the least impassioned language, we turn to 
Shelley's poetical interpretsition, the two seem to 
be related as the stagnant pool to the rainbow- 
coloured mist into which it has been transmuted. 
Shelley's fervid enthusiasm has vapourised the 
sightly muddy philosophic prose, changed it into 
impalpable ether, and tinged it with the most 
brilliant, if evanescent, hue. Shelley had cer- 
tainly leamt from others besides Godwin^ and in 
particular had begun those Platonic readings 
which afterwards generated his characteristic be- 
lief in a transcendental world, the abode of the 
archetypal ideas of beauty, tove, and wisdom. 
But through all his poetry we find a recurrence of 
the same ideas which he had originally imbibed 
from his first master. 

The Godwinism, indeed, ls strongest in the 
crude poetry of Queen Maby where many passives 
read like the Political Justice done into verae. So, 
for example, we have a naif statement of the in- 
coherent theory which has already been noticed 
in Godwin's treatise. After pointing to some of 
the miseries which afflict unfortunate mankind, 
and observing that they are not due to man's 
' ' evil nature/' which, it seems, is merely a figment 
invented to excuse crimes, the question natural^ 
suggests itself, to what, then, can all this mischief 
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be due? Nature has made everything perfect and 
harmonious, except man. On man alone she has, 
h secros. heaped " ruin, \-ice. and slavery," But 
the iodignant answer is given : 

NatoAl N0I 
IQngs, pfiests, and statesmen blast the humaD flower 
Even in its tender bud: their in6ucacc darts 
Like subtle poison through the bloodless veins 
Of desolate society. 

According to this ingenious view, "kings, priests, 
and statesmen" are something outside of. and 
logically opposed to, Nature. They represent the 
evD principle in this strange dualism. Whence 
this influeace arises, how George III. and Paley 
and Lord Eldon came to possess an existence in- 
dependent of Nature, and acquired the power of 
turning all her good purpose to nought, is one of 
those questions which we can hardly refrain from 
asking, but which it would be obviously unkind 
to press. Still less would it be to the purpose to 
ask how this beneficent Nature is related to the 
purely neutral Necessity, which is " the mother of 
the world," or how, between the two, such a mon- 
strous birth as the "prolific fiend" Religion came 
into existence. The crude incoherence of the 
whole system is loo obvious to require exposition ; 
and yet it is simply an explicit statement of God- 
win's theories put forth with inconvenient excess 
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oE candour. The absurdities slurred aver by the 
philosopher are thrown into brilliant relief by the 
poet. 

Shelley improved as a poet» and in a d^ree 
rarely exemplified in poetry, between Quesn Mab 
and the Prometheus; but even in the Pront^tkeus 
and his last writings we find a continued reflection 
of Godwin's characteristic views. Everywhere as 
much a prophet as a poet. Shelley is always an- 
nouncing, sometimes in exquisite poetr>', the ad- 
vent of the millennium. His conception of the 
millennium, if we try to examine precisely what 
it IS. always embodies the same thought, that man 
is to be made perfect by the complete dissolution 
of all tlie traditional ties by which the race is at 
present bound together. In the passage which 
originally formed the conclusion to tlie Prcrmetkeus, 
the " Spirit of the Hour " reveals the approaching 
consummation. The whole passage is a fine one, 
and it is almost a shame to quote fragments; but 
we may briefly observe that in the coming world 
everybody is to say exactly what he thinks; 
women are to be — 

gentle radiant forms, 
From custom's evil taint exempt and pure; 
Speaking the wisdom once they could not think. 
Looking emotions once they feared to feeL 

Thrones, altars, judgment seats, and prisons are 
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to be abolished when reason is absohite; and 
when 

The loath^me mask has fallen, the man remains 
Sceptreless. free, undrcuicscribcd, but man 
Equal, unclassed, tribeless, and nationless, 
ETEempt from awc« worship, degree, the king 
Over himself. 

To be "undassed. tribele^, and nationless." and 
we may add, without marriage, is to be in the 
lowest depths of barbarism. It is so, at least, in 
the world of realities. But the description will 
fit that "state of nature" of which philosophers 
of the time delighted to talk. The best comment 
is to be found in Godwin. The great mistake of 
Rousseau, says that writer, was that whilst truJy 
recognising government to be the source of all 
evil, he chose to praise the state which preceded 
government, instead of the state which, we may 
hope, will succeed its abolition. When we are 
perfect, we shaU get rid of all laws of every kind, 
and thus, in some sense, the ultimate goal of all 
progress is to attain precisely to that state of na- 
ture which Rousseau regretted as a thing of the 
past and which is described in Shelley's glowing 
rhetoric - 

The difficulty of making this view coherent is 
curiously reflected in the mechanism of Shelley's 
great poem ; great it is, for the marvel of iu lyrical 
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excellence is fortunately independent of the con- 
ceptions of life and human nature which it is 
intended to set forth. If all the complex oj^ani- 
sation which has slowly evolved itself in the course 
of history, the expression of which is civilisation, 
order, coherence, and co-operation in the different 
departments of life^ is to be set down as an un- 
initiated evil, the fruit of downright imposture, 
all history becomes nmnleUigible, Man, poten- 
tially perfectible, has always been the sport of 
what seems to be a malignant and dark power cpf 
utterly inexplicable origin and character, Shelley, 
we are told, could not bear to reail history. The 
explanation offered is that he was too much 
shocked by the perpetual record of misery, tyr- 
anny, and crime, A man who can see nothing 
else in history is obviously a very inefficient his- 
torian. Godwin teUs us that he had learnt from 
Swift's bitter misanthropy the truth that all po- 
litical institutions are hopelessly corrupt. A 
fusion of the satirist's view, that all which is is bad, 
with the enthusiast's view, that all which will be 
will be perfect, just expresses Shelley's peculiar 
mixture of optimism and pessimism. When we 
try to translate this into a philosophical view or 
a poetical representation of the world, the conse> 
quence is inevitably perplexing. 
Thus Shelley tells us in the prelace to the 
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PromeUieus that he could not accept the view, 

adopted by jEschylus, of a imal reconciliation 
between Jupiter and his victim. He was "averse 
from a catastrophe so feeble as that of reconciling 
the champion with the oppressor of mankind." 
He cannot be content with the intimate mixture 
of good and e\Tl which is presented in the world as 
we know it. He must have absolute good on one 
side, contrasted with absolute evil on the other. 
But it would seem —as far as one is justified in 
attaching any precise meaning to poetical sym- 
bols — that the fitting catastrophe to the world's 
drama must be in some sense a reconciliation be- 
tween Prometheus and Jupiter; or, in other words, 
between the reason and the blind forces by which 
it is opposed. The ultimate good must be not 
the annihilation of all the conditions of human 
lifet but the slow conquest of nature by the ad- 
aptation of the life to its conditions. We leam 
to rule nature, as it is generally expressed, by 
learning to obey it. Any such view, however, is 
uncongenial to Shelley, though he might have 
derived it from Bacon, one of the professed ob- 
jects of his veneration. The result of his own 
view IS that the catastrophe of the drama is 
utterly inexplicable and mysterious. Who are 
Jupiter and Deraogorgon? Why, when Demo- 
gorgon appears in the car of the Hours, and tells 
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Jupiter that the time is come, and that they are 
both to dwell together in darkness henceforth, 
does Jupiter immediately give up with a cry of 
Ai! Ail and descend (as one cannot help irrever- 
ently suggesting) as through a theatrical trapdoor? 
Dealing with such high matters, and penetrating 
to the very ultimate mystery of the universe, wc 
must o£ course be prepared for surprising inver- 
sions. A mysterious blind destiny is at the bot- 
tom of everything, according to Shelley, and of 
course it may at any moment crush the whole 
existing order in utter annihilation. And yet, it 
is impossible not to feel that here, too, we have 
still the same incoherence which was shown more 
crudely in Quern Mab. The absolute destnictiou 
of all law, and of law not merely in the sense of 
human law, but of the laws in virtue of which the 
stars run their course and the frame of the uni- 
verse is bound tc^ether, is the end to which we 
are to look forward. It will come when it will 
come; for it is impossible to join on such a catas- 
trophe to any of the phenomenal series of events, 
of which alone wc can obtain any kind of know- 
ledge. The actual world, it is plain, is regarded 
as a hideous nightmare. The evil dream will dis- 
solve and break up when something awakes us 
from our mysterious sleep; but that something, 
whatever it may be, must of course be outside the 
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dream, and not a consummation worked out by 
the dream itself. We expect a catastrophe^ not 
an evolution. And, finally, when the dream dis- 
solves, when the ' ' painted veil " called life is drawn 
aside» what will be left? 

Some answer — and a remarkable answer — is 
given by Shelley. But first we may say one word 
in reference to a point already touched. The 
entire dissolution of all existing laws was part 
of Shelley's, as of Godwin's, programme. The 
amazing calmness with which the philosopher 
summarily disposes of marriage in a cursory para- 
graph or two» as (in the words of the old story) 
a fond thing, foolishly invented and repugnant to 
the plain teaching of reason, is one of the most 
gnjtesque crudities of his book. This doctrine has 
to be taken into account both in judging of Shel- 
ley's character and considering some of his poetical 
work- It is, of course, frequently noticed in ex- 
tenuation or a^^vation of the most serious im- 
putation upon his character. We are told that 
Shelley can be entirely cleared by revelations 
which have not as yet been made. That is satis- 
factory, and would be still more satisfactory if we 
were sure that his apologists fully appreciated the 
charge. According to the story as hitherto pub- 
lished, we can only say that his conduct seems to 
indicate a flightiness and impulsiveness inconsis- 
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tent with real dq>th of sentiment.'/ The com- 
plaint is that he behaved ill to the first Mrs. 
Shelley, considered not as a wife, but as a human 
being, and as a human being then possessing a 
peculiar and special claim upon his utmost ten- 
derness. This is only worth saying in order to 
suggest the answer to a casuistical problem which 
seems to puzzle his biographers. Is a man the 
better or the worse because, when he breaks a 
moral law, he denies it to be moral? Is he to be 
more orlesscondemnedbecause, whilst committing 
a murder, he proceeds to assert that everybody 
ought to commit murder when he chooses? With- 
out seeking to imtwist all the strands of a very 
pretty problem. I will simply say that, to my 
mind, the question must in the last resort be 
simply one of fact What we have to ask is the 
quality implied by his indifference to the law? If 
a man acts wrongly from benevolent feeling, mis- 
guided by some dexterous fallacy, his error affords 
no presumption that he is otherwise intrinsically 
bad. If, on the other hand, his indifference to 
the law arises from malice, or sensuality, it must 
of course lower our esteem for him in proportion, 
imder whatever code of morality he may please 
to shelter his misdoings. 

In Shelley's particular case we should probably 
be disposed to ascribe his moral deficiencies to the 
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effect of crude but specious theory upon a sin* 
gularly philanthropic but abnormally impulsive 

- mind. No one would accuse him of any want of 
purity or generosity ; but we might regard hira as 

. wanting in depth and intensity of sentiment. 
Allied to this moral weakness is his incapacity for 
either feeling in himself or appreciating in others 
the force of ordinary human passions directed to 
a concrete object. The only apology that can be 
made for his selection of the singularly loathsome 
motive for his drama is in the fact that in his 
hands the chief character becomes simply an in- 
carnation of purely intellectual wickedness ; he is 
a new avatar of the mysterious principle of evil 
which generally appears as a priest or kingi he 
represents the hatred to good in the abstract rather 
than subservience to the lower passions. It is 
easy to understand how Shelley's temperament 
should lead him to undervalue the importance of 
the restraints which are rightly regarded as essen- 
tial to social weliare, and fall in with Godwin's 
tranquil abolition of marriage as an uncomfortable 
fetter upon the perfect liberty of choice. But it 
is also undeniable that the defect not only makes 
his poetry rather linsatisfying to those coarser 
natures which cannot support themselves on the 
chameleon's diet, but occasionally leads to un- 
pleasant discords. Thus, for example, the wor- 
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shippers of Shelley generally regard the Epipsy- 
ckidion as one of his finest poems, and are kicJined 
to warn off the profane vulgar as tinfitted to ap- 
preciate its beauties. It is, perhaps, less difficult 
to understand than to sympathise very heartily 
with the sentiment by which it is inspired. There 
are abundant precedents, both in religious and 
purely imaginative literature ^ for regarding a 
human passion as in some sense typifying, or 
identical with, the passion for ideal perfection. 
So far a want of sympathy may imply a deficiency 
in poetic sensibility. But I cannot believe that 
the Vita ^fuova (to which we are referred) would 
have been the better if Dante had been careful 
to explain that there was another lady besides 
Beatrice for whom he had an almost equal devo- 
tion; nor do I think that it is the prosaic part of 
us which protests when Shelley thinks it necessaiy 
to expound his anti-matrimonial theory in the 
Epipsychidian. Why should he tell us that — 

[ never was attached to that great sect, 
Whose doctrine is tbat each one should select 
Out of the crowd a mietress or a friend. 



and so on ; in short, that he despises the ** modem 
morals" which distinctly approve of monogamy? 
Human love, one would say, becomes a fitting 
type of a loftier emotion, in so far as it implies 
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excliisive devotion to its object. During this un- 
comfortable intrusion of a discordant theory, we 
seem to be listening less to the passionate utter- 
ance of a true poet than to the shrill tones of 
a conceited propagator of flimsy crotchets, pro- 
claiming his tends without regard to truth or 
propriety, Mrs, Shelley does not seem to have 
entered into the spirit of the composition; and 
we can hardly wonder if she found this liQle 
bit of argument rather a stumbling-block to her 
comprehension. 

To return, however, from these moral dedxio 
tions to the more general principles. It is scarcely 
necessary to insist at length upon the peculiar 
idealism implied in Shelley's poetry. It is, of 
course, the first characteristic upon which every 
critic must fasten. The materials with which he 
works are impalpable abstractions where other 
poets use concrete images. Hia poetry is like the 
subtle veil woven by the witch of Atlas from 
"threads of fleecy mists," '4ong lines of light." 
such as are kindled by the dawn and "star- 
beams," When he speaks of natural scenery the 
solid earth seems to be dissolved, and we are in 
presence of nothing but the shifting phantas- 
magoria of cloudland, the glow of moonlight on 
eternal snow, or the '* golden lightning of the 
setting sun." The only earthly scenery which 
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recalls Shelley t-o a more material mind is that 
which one sees from a high peak at sunrise, when 
the rising vapours tinged with prismatic colours 
shut out all signs of human life, and we are alone 
with the sky and the shadowy billows of the sea 
of mountains. Only in such vague re^ons can 
Shelley find fitting symbolism for those faint emo- 
tions suggested by the most abstract speculations, 
from which he alone is able to extract an im- 
earthly music. To insist upon this would be 
waste of time. Nobody, one may say briefly, has 
ever expanded into an astonishing variety of in- 
terpretation the familiar text of Shakespeare — 

We are such stuff 
As dreams are made on» and our little Uvea 
Arc rounded with a sleep. 

The doctrine is expressed in a passage in Hellas, 
where Ahasuerus states this as the final result of 
European thoi^ht. The passage, like so many in 
Shelley, shows that he had Shakespeare in his 
mind without exactly copying him. The Shake- 
sperian reference Uy the "cloud-capped towers" 
and "gorgeous palaces" is echoed in the verses 
which conclude with the words: — 

This whole 
Of suns and worlds, and men and beasts, and t?Qwer 
With all the violent and tempestuous working 
By which they have been, are, or cease to be, 
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Is but a vision: all that it inherits 

Are motes of a sick eye, bubbles and dreams; 

Thought is its cradle and its grave, nor less 

Tbe future and the past are idle shadows 

Of thought's eternal flight — they have no being. 

Nought is but that it feels itself to be. 



The italicised words point to the original in the 
Tempest; but Shelley proceeds to expoiixid his 
theory more dogmatically than Prospero, and we 
are not quite surprised when Mahmoud is puzzled 
and declares that the words "stream like a tem- 
pest of dazzling mist through his brain." The 
words represent the most characteristic effect of 
Shelley as accurately as the aspect of consisteat 
idealism to a prosaic mind. 

It need not be said how frequently the thought 
occurs in Shelley. We might fix him to a meta- 
physical system if we interpreted him prosaicallyn 
When in Pronieiheus Panthea describes to Asia a 
mysterious dream, suddenly Asia sees another 
ahape pass between her and the *'golden dew" 
which gleams through its substance. "What is 
it?'" she asks. " It is mine other dream," replies 
Panthea, "It disappears," exclaims Asia. "It 
passes now into my mind," rephes Panthea. We 
are, that is, in a region where dreams walk afi 
visible as the dreamers, and pass into or out of a 
mind which is indeed only a collection of dreams. 
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The archaic mind regarded dreams as substantial 
or objective realities. In Shelley the reality is 
reduced to the unsubstantiality of a dream. To 
the ordinary thinker, the spirit is (to speak in 
materialist language) the receptacle of ideas. 
With Shelley, a little further on, we find that the 
relation is inverted; spirits themselves inhabit 
ideas; they live in the mind as in an ocean. 
Thought is the ultimate reality which contains 
spirits and ideas and dreams, if, rather, it is not 
simpler to say that everything is a dream. 

The Faery-land of Spenser might be classified 
in our inadequate phrascolo^ as equally "ideal" 
with Shelley's impalpable scenery. But Spenser's 
allegorical figures are as visible as the actors in a 
masque; and, infact, the i^aw^ Que^Mis a masque 
in words. His pages are a gallery of pictures, and 
may supply innumerable subjects for the artist. 
To illustrate Shelley would be as impossible as to 
paint a strain of music, unless, indeed, some of 
Timier's cloud scenery may be taken as repre- 
sentative of his incidental descriptions. 

This language frequently reminds us of meta- 
physical doctrines which were unknown to Shelley 
in their modem shape. Nobody, perhaps, is capa- 
ble of thinking in this fashion in ordinary life; 
and Shelley, with ali his singular visions and 
hallucinations, probably look the common-sense 
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view of ordinary mortals in his dealings with com* 
moDpl^ce or facts. It is surprising Plough that* 
even for purely poetical purposes, he could con- 
tinue this to the ordinary conceptions of objoct 
and subject. But his familiarity with this point 
of view may help to explain some of the problems 
as to his ultimate belief. It is plain that he was 
in some sense dissatisfied with the simple scepti- 
cism of Godwin, But he found no successor to 
guide his speculations, Coleridge once regretted 
that Shelley had not applied to him instead of 
Southey. who. in truth, was as ill qualified as a 
man could well be to help a young enthusiast 
through the mazes of metaphysical entanglement. 
It is idle to speculate upon the possible result. 
Shelley, if we may judge from a passage in his 
epistle to Mrs, Gisbome, had no very high opin- 
ion of Coleridge's capacity as a spiritual guide. 
Shelley, in fact, in spice of his so-called mysticism, 
was an ardent lover of clearness, and would have 
been disgusted by the haze in wluch Coleridge en- 
wrapped his revelations to mankind. But Cole- 
ridge might possibly have introduced him to a 
sphere of thought in which he could have found 
something congenial. One parallel may be sug- 
gested which will perhaps help to illustrate this 
position. 
Various passages have been quoted from 
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SheUey's poetry to prove that he was a theist and 
a believer in immortality. His real belief, it 
would seem» will hardly run into any of the ortho- 
dox moulds. It is understood as clearly as may 
be in the conclusion to the Sensitive PUmt: 

— in this life 
Of error, ignorance, and strife. 
Where notliing is, but all things seem. 
And we see the shadows of the dream. 

It is a mndest creed, and yet 
Pleasant if one considers it, 
To own that death Itself must be 
Like all the rest, a mockery. 

That garden sweet, that lady fair. 

And all sweet shapes and odours there 

In truth have never passed away ; 

'T is we, 't is ours have changed ; not they. 

A fuller exposition of the thought is given in 
the Adonais; and some of the phrases suggest the 
parallel to which I refer. I have already quoted 
from one of the popular works of Fichtc. the 
Vocation of Man, a vigorous description of that 
state of utter scepticism, which seems at one point 
to be the final goal of his idealism, as it was that 
of the less elaborate form of the same doctrine 
which Godwin had leamt from Berkeley, God- 
win, as L have said, was content to leave the 
difficulty without solution. Fichte escaped^ or 
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thought that he escaped, by a solution which 

restores a meaning to much of the orthodox lan- 
gu^e. Whether his mode of escape was satis- 
factory' or his final position intelligible, is of course 
another question. But it is interesting to ob- 
serve how closely the language in which his final 
doctrine is set forth to popular readers resembles 
some passages in the Adonais. I will quote a few 
phrases which may be sufficiently s^ificant, 

Shelley, after denouncing the unlucky Quarleriy 
Reviewer who had the credit of extinguishing poor 
KcatSj proceeds to find consolation in the thought 
that Keats has now become 



A portion of the eternal, which must glow 
Through time and change, unquencbably the same 
Whilst thy cold embers choke the sordid hea.rth of 
shame. 

Peace, peace! he is not dead, he doth not sleep — 
He hath awakened from the dream of life; 
'T 13 we who, lost in stormy visions, keep 
With phantoms an unprofitable strife. 
And, in mad trance, strike with our spint's knife 
Invulnerable nothings — vjs decay 
Like corpses in a chamel. fear and grief 
Convulse and consume us day by day. 
And cold hopes swarm like worms within our living 
clay. 

So, when Fichte has achieved his deliverance from 
scepticism, his mind is closed for ever against em- 
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barrassment and perplexity, doubt, uncertainty, 
grief, repentance, and desire. "All that happens 
belongs to the plan of the eternal world and is 
good in itself." If there are beings perverse 
enough to resist reason, he cannot be angry with 
them, for they are not free agents. They are 
what they are, and it is useless to be angry with 
"blind and unconscious nature." '*What they 
actually are does not deserve my anger; what 
might deserve it they are not, and they would not 
deserve it if they were. My displeasure would 
strike an impalpable nonentity," an "invulnerable 
nothing," as Shelley puts it. They are, in short, 
parts of the unreal dream to which belong grief, 
and hope, and fear, and desire. Death is the last 
of evils, he goes on; for the hour of death is the 
hour of birth to a new and more excellent life. It 
is, as Shelley says, waking from a dream. And 
now, when we have no longer desire for earthly 
things, or any sense for the transitory and perish- 
able, the universe appears clothed in a more glori- 
ous forro. 



The dead heavy mass, which did hut stop tip 
apace, has perished; and in its place there flows on- 
ward, with the rushing music of mighty weves, an 
eternal stream of life, a,nd power, and action, which 
issues from the original source of atl Ufe — from Ihy 
hfc, Infinite One! for all life is thy hfe, and only 
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the rclifious eye penetrates to the realm of tnie 
Beauty, In all the forms that surround me I behold 
the reflection of my own being, broken up into count- 
less diversified shapes, as the morning sun, broken in 
a thousand dewdrops, sparkles towards itself. 

a phrase which rccaOs Shelley's famous passage a 
little further on : — 

Life» like a dome of many coloured glass. 
Stains the white radiance of eternity, 

The application, indeed, is there a little differ- 
ent; but Shelley has just the same thought of the 
disappearance of the "dead heavy mass" of the 
world of space and time. Keats, too, is translated 
to the "realm of true beauty." 

He ^s 3 portion of the loveliness 
Which once he made more lovely; he doth bear 
The part, while the one spirit^s plastic stress 
Sweeps through the dull dense world, compelling 

there 
All new successions to the forms they wear! 
Torturing the unwilling dross that checks its Eight 
To its own likeness, as each mass may bear; 
And bursting in its beauty and its might 
Prom trees, and beasts, and men, into the heaven's 

Hght. 

There are important differences, aa the meta- 
physician would point out, between the two con- 
ceptions, and language of a similar kind might be 
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found in innumerable writers before and since. I 
only infer that the two minds are proceeding, if 
one may say so, upon parallel lines. Fichte, like 
Shelley, was accused of atheism, and his langUE^e 
would, like Shelley's, be regarded by mere read- 
ers as an unfair appmpriation of old words to 
new meanings. Shelley had of course no definite 
metaphysical system to si?t beside that of the Ger- 
man philosopher; and had learnt what system he 
had rather from Plato than from Kant. It may 
also be called significant that Fichte finds the 
ultimate point of support in conscience or duty; 
whereas, in Shelley's theory, duty seems to vanish, 
and the one ultimate reality to be rather love or 
the beautiful. But it would be pedantic to at- 
tempt the discovery of a definite system of opinion 
when there is really nothing but a certain intel- 
lectual tendency. One can only say that, some- 
how or other, Shelley soi^ht comfort under his 
general sense that everything is but the baseless 
fabric of a vision, and moreover a very imcom- 
fortable vision, made up of pain, grief, and the 
"unrest which men miscall delight,*' in the behef, 
or, if belief is too strong a word, the imagination 
of a transcendental and eternal world of abso- 
lute perfectionj entirely beyond the influence of 
"chance, and death, and mutability." Intellec- 
tual beauty, to which he addresses one of his finest 
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poems, is the most distinct name of the power 
which he worships. Thy light alone, he exclaims — 

Thy light alone, like mist on Tnotmtaios driven, 

Or music by the night wind sent 

Tliraiigh strings of some still instrument, 

Or moonlight on a midnight stream. 

Gives peace and truth to life's unquiet dream. 

In presence of such speculations, the ordinary 
mass of mankind will be content with declaring 
that the doctrine, if it can t>e called a doctrine, is 
totally unintelligible. The ideal world is upon 
this vein so hopelessly dissevered from the real. 
that it can give us no consolation. If life is a 
dream, the dream is the basis of all we know, 
and it is small comfort to proclaim its unreality. 
A truth existing all by itself in a transcendental 
vacuum entirely unrelated to all that we call fact, 
is a truth in which we can find very small comfort- 
And upon this matter I have no desire to differ 
from the ordinary noass of mankind. In truth. 
Shelley's creed means only a vague longing, and 
must be passed through some more philosophi- 
cal brain before it can become a fit topic for 
discussion. 

But the fact of this iininteUigibility is by itself 
an explanation of mach of Shelley's poetical signi- 
ficance. When the excellent Godwin talked about 
perfectibility and the ultimate triumph of truth 
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and justice, he was in no sort of hurry about it. 
He was a good deal annoyed when Malthas crushed 
his dreams, by recalling him to certain ver^' essen- 
tial conditions of earthly life, Godwint he said in 
substance, had forgotten that human beings have 
got to find food and standing-room on a very 
limited planet, and to rear children to succeed 
tliem. Remove all restraints after the fashion 
proposed by Godwin, and they will be very soon 
brought to their senses by the hard pressure of 
starvation, misery, and vice. Godwin made a 
feeble ostensible reply» but, in practice^ he was 
content to adjourn the realisation of his hopes for 
an indefinite period. Reason, he reflected, might 
be omnipotent, but he could not deny that it would 
take a long time to put forth its power. He had 
the strongest possible objections to any of tho^ 
rough -and-reaily modes of forcing men to be 
reasonable which had culminated in the revolu- 
tion. So he gave up the trade of philosophising, 
and devoted himself to historical pursuits, and 
the preparation of wholesome literature for the 
infantile mind. To Shelley, no such calm abn^a- 
tion of his old aims was possible. He continued 
to assert passionately his belief in the creed of his 
early youth ; but it became daily more difficult to 
Bce how it was to be applied to the actual men of 
existence. He might hold in his poetic raptiores 
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that the dreams were the only realities, and the 
reality nothing but a dream; but he, like other 
people, was forced to become sensible to the ordi- 
nary conditions of mundane existence. 

The really exquisite strain in Shelley's poetry 
is precisely that which corresponds to his dis- 
satisfaction with his master's teaching. So long 
as Shelley is speaking simply as a disciple of God- 
win, we may admire the melodious versification, 
the purity and fineness of his language, and the 
unfailing and, in its way, unrivalled beauty of his 
aerial pictures. But it is impossible to find much 
real satisfaction in the informing sentiment. The 
enthusiasm rings hollow, not as suggestive of in- 
sincerity, but of deficient substance and reality. 
Shelley was. in one aspect, a typical though a 
superlative e:tample of a race of human beings, 
which has, it may be, no fault except the fault of 
being intolerable. Had he not been a poet (rather 
a bold hypothesis, it must be admitted), he would 
, have been a most insuiTerable bore. He had a 
I terrible affinity for the race of crotchet-mongers. 
I the people who believe that the world is to be 
saved out of hand by v^etarianism, or female 
suffice, or representation of minorities, the one- 
sided, one-ideaed, shrill-voiced and irrepressible 
revolutionists. I say nothing against these par- 
ticular nostrumSj and still less against their ad- 
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vocates. I believe that bores are often the very 
salt of the earth, though I confess that the un- 
diluted salt has for me a disagreeable and acrid 
savour. The devotees of some of Shelley's pet 
theories have become much noisier than they 
were when the excellent Godwiji ruled his little 
clique. It is impossible not to catch in Shelley's 
earlier poetry, in Queen Mab and in the Revolt of 
Islam, the apparent echo of nluch inexpressibly 
dreary rant which has deafened us from a thou- 
sand platforms. The language may be better; 
the substance is much the same. 

This, which to some readers is annoyance, is to 
others a topic of extravagant eulogy. Not con- 
tent with urging the undeniable truth that Shelley 
was a man of wide and generous sympathy, a 
detester of tyranny and a contemner of super- 
stition, they speak of him as though he were both 
a leader of thought and a practical philanthropist. 
To make such a claim is virtually to expose him 
to an imfair test. It is simply ridiculous to de- 
mand for Shelley the kind of praise which we be- 
stow upon the apostles of great principles in active 
life. What are we to say upon this hypothesis to 
the young gentleman who is amazed because vice 
and misery survive the revelations of Godwin, and 
whose reforming ardours are quenched— so far as 
any practical application goes — by the surprising 
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experience that animosities fostered by the wrongs 
of centuries are not to be pa*?ified by publishing a 
pamphlet or two about Equality, Justice, and 
Freedom, or by a month's speechiftcation in Dub- 
lin? If these were Shelley's claims upon our ad- 
miration, we should be justified in rejecting them 
with simple contempt, or we should have to ^ve 
the sacred name of philanthropist to any reckless 
impulsive schoolboy who thinks his elders fools 
and proclaims as a discovery the most vapid rant 
of his time. Admit that Shelley's zeal was as 
pure as you please> and that lie cared less than 
nothing for money or vulgar comfort; but it is 
absurd to bestow upon him the praise properly 
reserved for men whose whole lives have been a 
continuous sacrifice for the good of their fellows. 
Nor can T recognise anything really elevating in 
those portions of Shelley's poetry which embody 
this shallow declamation. It is not the passionate 
war-cry of a combatant in a deadly grapple with 
the forces of evil, but the wail of a dreamer who 
has never troubled himself to translate the 
phrases into the language of fact. Measured by 
this — utterly inappropriate — standard, we should 
be apt to call Shelley a slight and feverish rebel 
against the inevitable, whose wrath is little more 
than the futile, though strangely melodious, crack- 
ling of thorns. 
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To judge of Shelley in this mode would be to 
leave out of account precisely those qualities in 
which his unique excellence is most strikingly 
manifested. Shelley speaks, it is true, as a pro- 
phet; but when he has reached his Pi^ah, it turns 
out that the land of promise is by no means to be 
found upon this solid earth of ours, or definable 
by degrees of latitude and longitude, but is an 
unsubstantial phantasmagoria in the cloutls. It 
IS in vain, too, that he declares that it is the true 
reality, and that what we call a reality is a dream. 
The transcendental world is — if we may say so — 
not really the world of archetypal ideas, but a 
fabric spun from empty phrases. The more we 
look at it the more cleariy we recognise its origin; 
it is the refracted vision of Godwin's prosaic sys- 
tem seen through an iinaginative atmosphere. 
But that which is really admirable is, not the 
vision itself but the pathetic sentiment caused by 
Shelley's faint recognition of its obstinate un- 
substantiality. It is with this emotion that every 
man must sympathise in proportion as his intel- 
lectual aspirations dominate his lower passions. 
Forgetting all tiresome crotchets and vapid plati- 
tudes, we may be touched, almost in proportion 
to our OWE elevation o£ mind, by the unsatisfied 
yearning for which Shelley has found such mani- 
fold and harmonious utterance- There are moods 
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in which every sensitive and philanthropic nature 
groans under the 

heavy and the weai^^ weight 
Of all this uiuDtelligible world. 



Whatever our ideal may be, whatever the goal to 
which we hope to see mankind approximate, our 
spirits must often flag with a sense of our personal 
insignificance, and of the appalling dead weight 
of multiform impediments which crushes the vital 
energies of the world, like Etna lying upon the 
Titan, This despair of finding any embodiment 
/for his own ideal, of bridging over the great gulf 
fixed between the actual world of sin, and sorroWt 
and stupidity, and the transcendental world of 
joy, love, and pure reason, represents the final 
outcome of Shelley's imperfect philosophy, and 
gives the theme of his most exquisite poetry. 
The doctrine symbolised in the Alastor by the his- 
tory of the poet who has seen in vision a form of 
perfect beauty, and dies in despair of ever findii^ 
it upon earth (he seems, poor man ! to have looked 
for it somewhere in the neighbourhood of Afghan- 
istan), is the clue to the history of his ovm intcUec* 
tual life. He is happiest when he can get away 
from the world altogether into a vague n^ion, 
havii^ no particular relation to time or space; 
to the valleys haunted by the nymphs in the 
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Ptonietheiis; or the mystic island in the Epipsy-f 
ckidion, where all sights and sounds are as the* 
background of a happy dream, fitting symbols of 
sentiments too impalpable to be fairly grasped in 
language: or that *'calm and blooming cove" of 
the lines in the Euganean hills. 

The lyrics which we all know more or less by 
heart are but so many different modes of giving 
utterance to — 

The desire of the moth for the star, 

Of the night for the marrow. 
The devotion to something afar 

From tfte sphere of our sorrow. 

He is always dwelling upon the melancholy doc- 
trine expressed in his last poem by the phrase that 
God has made good and the means of good irre- 
concilable. The song of the skylark suggests to 
him that we are doomed to "look before and 
E^ter," and to "pine for what is not,'* Our 
Bweetest songs (how should it be otherwise?) are 
those which tel! of saddest thought. The wild 
commotion in sea, sky, and earth, which heralds 
the approach of the south-west wind, harmonises 
with his dispirited restlessness, and he has to seek 
refuge in the vague hope that his thoughts, cast 
abroad at random like the leaves and clouds, may 
somehow be prophetic of a magical transformation 
of the world. His most enduring poetry is, in 
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one way or other, a continuous comment upon 
the famous saying in Julian and Maddah, sug- 
gested by the sight of his fellow- Utopian, whose 
mind has been driven into madness by an uncon- 
genial world. 

Mo5t wretched men 
Are cra<Jled into poetry by wrong: 
They leam in suffering what they teach in song. 

Some poets suffer under evils of a more tangible 
Idnd than those which tormented Shelley; and 
some find a more satisfactory mode of escape from 
the sorrows which beset a sensitive nature. But 
the special beauty of Shelley's poetry is so far due 
to the fact that we feel it to be the voice of a pure 
and lofty nature, however crude may have been 
the form taken by some of his unreal inspiration, 
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